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meet the 


Mike Kennedy 
Publisher 


Mike is reeling from the fact that it's 
May and publishing deadlines are 
making time fly. 

Favorite Genres: Shmups, Twitch, 
Platformers, RPGs 

Favorite Games: Starmaster, Fast 
Food, Strider 

Now Playing: Bit Boy!! Arcade, 
Governor of Poker, Threshold (Cole- 
coVision) 

Favorite RPG Memory: Blasting off 
to Motavia for the first time in Phan- 
tasy Star. RPGs went interstellar 
and | loved it. 


Mark Kaminski 
Creative Director 


Wonders why working at Burger 
King after graduating from Al with 
a bachelor’s degree is not consid- 
ered “gainfully employed.” 
Favorite Genres: Action, Shmups, 
Survival Horror 

Favorite Games: /wisted Metal 2, 
Life Force, King’s Bounty, Rygar, 
Resident Evil Outbreak 

Now Playing: Raiden IV, The Wolf 
Among Us, Rampage 

Favorite RPG Memory: Kain going 
all evil in Final Fantasy II. Yes, it's 
Final Fantasy II, that is what it was 
called when | bought it. 


The Ghosts of Futures Past 


Can the industry's indies foster a new kind of evolution? 


David Giltinan 
Associate Editor 


This self-proclaimed “geek media 
connoisseur” has made it his 
mission to spread his love and 
knowledge of gaming through 
RETRO magazine. 

Favorite Genres: Fighting, Action- 
adventure, Puzzle, Point-and-click 
Favorite Games: Chrono Trigger, 
Maniac Mansion, Street Fighter II 
Now Playing: Chrono Trigger, Tomb 
Raider (2013), Persona 4 Golden 
Favorite RPG Memory: Finding out 


there was another level inside of 
Smithy in Super Mario RPG. 
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Reader Mail - Readers ask about 
our gaming collections, the next hot 
collectible systems, and other random 
nerdery. 


Nuts and Volts - Scott gets into battery 
replacement, babysitting blues, and more. 


Coin-Operated - All the arcade news 
that’s fit to fawn over. 


Balls of Steele - Kevin's back with more 
pinball points of interest. 


GameGavel Digest - Get the latest info 
on RETRO's official gaming auction house, 
GameGavel.com. 


The Schwag Bag - Keg-wielding arcade 
cabinets, retro-themed game posters and 
more mark this issue’s Schwaglights. 


RETRO High 5 - Luke gets lost in the 
world of RPGs, and he may not be coming 
back. 


Dev-olution - Andy Eddy chats with 
role-playing legend Feargus Urquhart. 


The Choice is Yours - James Bacon 
explores the pros and cons of moral 
moments in the role-playing universe. 


Primal Soup - Jeremy Parish examines 
Square's recent struggles between its 
past, present, and future. 


Industry Icon - Richard Garriott, aka 
Lord British, takes a look back on the 
Ultima series, his space travels, and the 
future of RPGs. 


RETROspective - We all love Chrono 
Trigger, and in honor of our RPG issue, we 
take a look at some of the reasons why. 


RETROspective - Ready for a double 
dose of turn-based nostalgia? Then saddle 
up for this Panzer Dragoon Saga love-fest. 


RPGs for the Ages - The RETRO staff 
gives us their personal picks for their 
favorite role-playing games of all time. 


Doomsday in the Desert - Brian 
Fargo knows the apocalypse of Wasteland 2 
is no place for pulling punches. 


Hero, Schmero - ToMorning 
Productions’ You Are Not the Hero aims to 
put RPGs’ bit characters at center stage. 


Intergalactic Intrigue - So you're 
saying Cosmic Star Heroine is a mix of 
Suikoden II, Phantasy Star Il, and Chrono 
Trigger? Yes, please. 
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Passion Project - Watermelon Co.'s 
Pier Solar is a slice of fandom unlike 
any other. 


A Return to the Shadow - 
Shadowgate's on the comeback trail in this 
reimagining of the old-school original. 


World Gone Bad - Dingaling Games’ 
Lisa is one of the most depraved games 
we've ever seen...and we can't wait to see 
more! 


Latest Release - We level up with 
South Park, Lightning Returns, Bravely 
Default, and more. 


Retro Reviews - Are we still in love 
with Phantasy Star, Shining Force, and Paper 
Mario after all these years? 


Insane Game Collection - Learn the 
true meaning of digital devotion from 

Ed Beeler, a guy with over 800 coin-op 
cabinets. 


Collect-a-thon - Chris Kohler finally 
shows Sega some love by giving you the 
down-low on the mighty Genesis. 
Once and Future Kings - Want to 
amass an RPG collection that will make 
your friends swoon? Chris Kohler shows 
you how! 

RETRO Rarities - Jeremy Parish 


explains why you should join Suikoden II's 
growing army of late-blooming fans. 


NES Nation by Pat Contri 
Conventional Wisdom by Kevin Baird 
Seanbaby vs. The World by SeanBaby 


Experience Points by Scott Johnson 
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RETRONATION 


OMA QA BRA FROM THE MAILBAG 


Letter ofthe Month: Peerless Prototypes 
Props for listing 3 Ninjas Kick Back in last issue's 


SNES collection article. The box and manual are 
among the rarest and most expensive, but not many 
people are aware of that because it's, well, 3 Ninjas 
Kick Back. So mad respect for listing it! | myself 
bought this “holy grail” a couple years ago and 
recently wrote a review of the game. I’m wondering 
who has the biggest videogame collection over there 
at RETRO? And, this question is for anyone, what is 
the most expensive or prized item in your collection? 
— Steve 


RETRO responds: Thanks for the love, Steve. The 
honor of RETRO’'s largest collection goes to contributor 
Michael Thomasson (as featured in Issue #1 — it also 
happens to be the largest in the world. 


Copy editor and contributor Alexandra Hall no lon- 
ger collects, but still has 1,000 or so boxed games 
taking up space, must to her partner’s chagrin. She 
says nothing's truly rare, but there’s nice stuff like 
Alien Soldier (MD), Dracula X (PCE), Downtown Nekket- 
su Monogatari (PCE), Panzer Dragoon Saga (SAT), a few 
sealed 32-bit RPGs, and most of the desirable PS/SAT 
shooters (Saturn’s Hyperduel and Cotton Boomerang 
seem on the rise lately). 


As for full-time staffers, publisher Mike I<ennedy 
has over 500 games in his collection, and while he 
wouldn’t label it the rarest or the most expensive in his 
collection, he cites the prototype cartridge for Atari's 
Crystal Castles for the Commodore 64. It was never 
released in cartridge form back in the day, making 
owning one of these protos the only way to play this 
great arcade classic on the C64. Mike says, if memory 
serves, he spent about $300 for it at auction last year. 
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Illuminating Illustrations 

| found the article in Issue 2 about the artwork for 
Atari games very interesting. There is something 
far more appealing in hand-created art than all the 
computer-generated box art we see today. 


IF you do another article on game box illustrations, 
| highly suggest seeking out Marc Ericksen for an 
interview or a subject in the article. He has illustrated 
dozens of game boxes, including Mega Man 2, as 
well as several covers for GamePro magazine and 
various other products. 


IXeep up the good work! 
— Brian Di Cesare 


RETRO responds: There's definitely a lot of history 
in the game boxes we often took for granted in our 
younger days, Brian, and we're glad you enjoyed read- 
ing up on some of the effort and passion that went 
into shaping some of the classics we hold most dear. 


We're also fans of Marc's work, and he certainly has 
some interesting work on his resume. Provided he’s 
up for taking a walk down memory lane with us, you 
can bet we'll rock an interview on our content site, 
ReadRETRO.com, in the near future! 


Welcome to RETRO lResponds, where we answer 
questions from readers. IF you’ve got a question for 
the crew, hit us up at LETTERS@READRETRO.COM 
and you might see yourself in our next issue! 


The Next Big Score 

With the prices of NES, SNES, and other games go- 
ing up every year. What do you think is the next big 
system that people should start collecting for, be- 


fore prices get out of hand for that systemP 


— George Filby IV 


RETRO responds: Thanks for the question, George. 
We've enlisted the help of resident collecting crazy- 
man Chris |<ohler, who had this to say: 


Good timing! In this edition’s Collect-a-Thon! col- 
umn, | discuss how prices for Sega Genesis games 
are currently much lower than their Super Ninten- 
do counterparts. Game Boy collecting can be very 
cheap as well, provided you don’t want the boxes 
and instructions! Ditto Game Gear loose carts. 


I'm also telling people that now is a great time to 
buy up PlayStation 2, GameCube, and original Xbox 
games. GameStop doesn’t take them in anymore 
and people are purging their collections, so your 
local used-media store can be a great place to find 
those games for as low as a dollar or two each right 
now. Sometimes they’‘re even worth a lot more than 
that already! 
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TECH QUESTIONS , >/ 


N LTT S »yScott Schreiber 


Any tech head will tell you that tinRering with games and their associated 
hardware is almost as fun as playing the games themselves. IF you’ve got 
some busted gear, are attempting a restoration, or maybe want to try your 
hand at a mod or custom cabinet, send your tech questions to our resident I really want to have a juke- 
expert Scott Schreiber via techquestions@readretro.com. He'll do his best to 4 
felowelecil| box. The local game-room 
store says they need an 
expensive subscription and 
they're way over $1,000. 
The record and CD ones 
seem OK but are a step 


backward having to deal 


Q: What can | do about battery damage . —— << 
from old batteries left in handhelds? -\TARBIAS 


— Martin Lambert jo of 


A: | always suggest taking the game apart to 
identify how far the damage goes and so that you 


can carefully clean only the area that is damaged. : with media again. Is there a 
You don’t want to leave contamination in a hidden reasonable solution? 
area and you don't want to needlessly treat i 
sensitive areas such as an LCD. You also want to: Q:| was babysitting some kids and one — lan (D3) 
use the right material for the job. Vinegar witha — : of them spilled juice all over my pinball. [ a 
cotton swab or a soft toothbrush is the way to : [told them don’t put that up there, now 
go. Then rinse with distilled water before allowing : there is a big mess. Will it just evaporate? 
he damaged area to dry thoroughly. If it's badly : —PaulH. 
corroded on circuit traces, fine-grit sandpaper 
works, but be careful not to sand through a trace. A: Leaving that sticky liquid in there will lead to 
f the damage is all the way through the trace gummed-up parts, corrosion, or worse. You're 
hen you will have to solder in a jumper. Be sure going to have to unplug the game, pull the glass, 
o check wires, too — they can corrode and no : lift up the playfield, and diligently clean any 
onger carry current. If they’re bad, you'll have to contamination. A small amount of dish detergent Seibel 50 -eveta| 200 ae Uions depending 
eplace them. The ultimate cure is to always take in warm water on a damp washcloth should clean enuyouy techies! bile andipudge: I youlicas 
he batteries out when you're done! up the cabinet well. For the metal parts and wiring spend about $1400 you'can get a Crosley 
: alcohol on a cloth will do the job. iTunes juke that is a modernized version of 


the classic jukebox. It uses iTunes and is 
ready to go out of the box. If you want a less 
expensive (and frankly, more flexible) solution 
| would suggest picking up a non-working but 
nice-looking juke and doing a retrofit. You can 
order good-quality car speakers if the existing 
ones are bad, or as an upgrade. Then you can 
purchase a home stereo amplifier to drive the 
speakers, which you can mount in the cabinet 
after removing the old mechanism. From there 
you can feed it with a variety of sources such 
as a streaming media box, a phone or MP3 


player in a dock, or any other source that can 


fact, music does seem to sound better from a 
+ jukebox for some reason. 
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ARCADE 


While most gamers hit up major retailers for their 
gaming fix, the hardcore know that plenty of hidden 
gems exist, if you're willing to do some digging. That's 
just as true for cool gaming-related places. Toward 
that end, every issue we'll highlight a few gaming 
hotspots that should be well worth a visit. If you'd like 
to see your favorite spot featured, drop us a line at 
contact t m! 


NEW GAMES @ VINTAGE GAMES @ ovo 
* PlayStation 2 


387 PIAGET AVENUE, ROUTE 46 EAST 
CLIFTON, NJ 07011 


dpvideogames.com 

What started out as a bimonthly newsletter in 1991 has 
grown into an awesome game store. Founded by Joe San- 
tulli (who also founded the Video Game History Museum 
— see vghmuseum.org) this store has it all, from buying and 
selling to hosting birthday parties and other special events. 
It's also the home of the NAVA (North Atlantic Videogame 
Afficionados) get-together/swap meet. Great prices and lots 
of treasures can be found at this store, which also features a 
mini-museum of rare gaming items that changes quite often. 
Worth the visit if you're in the area! 


63 NEWARK AVENUE 
JERSEY CITY, NJ 07302 


barcadejerseycity.com 

A bar and an arcade in one! Lots of great classic arcade ma- 
chines can be found here, including some rarer titles such as 
Lasso, Jack the Giant Killer, and Roadrunner. We like the pub- 
style atmosphere, with drinks and food to match. Friendly staff 
and great music make this Barcade a must-visit location. 


87 MAIN ST 
CANTON, NC 28716 


athomecs.com 

This family-run store has a little bit of everything. Classic retro 
games and modern release can be found here. It also has a 
“museum” area upstairs where you can play on old computer 
and console systems. It hosts gaming competitions and is a 
distributor of multicade arcade machines. 


’yKevin Steele 


Token tidbits on the latest arcade developments >> 
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Golden Tee Live Surpasses Two Million Online Contests 
The ongoing barroom obsession that is Golden Tee shows 


no signs of slowing. The game recently celebrated two 
million online contests, a strange milestone for an arcade 
game to reach. It’s also celebrating 25 years in 2014, a 
slightly less-strange milestone. Virtual golf pros at bars 
everywhere, raise a glass to toast Incredible Technologies, 
Inc.! 


Florida Fixes Major Arcade Gaming “Oops!” 

Last year, in an attempt to ban “Internet cafés” from run- 
ning slot machines, the state of Florida inadvertently put 
a major squeeze on all arcades by redefining what a “slot 
machine” was and banning the use of anything but coins 
for arcade games. Yup, no bills, tokens, or cards allowed. 
As you can imagine in these days of $1 per game game- 
play, this was a big problem. Well, no more — a new law 
has been passed, fixing the previous law. The Amuse- 
ment Machine Owners Association of Florida is pleased 
with the new law...well, except for the $50 limit on the 
value of redemption prizes! 


Gauntlet Reboot Announced 

Holy resurrection, Batman! Arrowhead Studios just an- 
nounced the revival of the arcade classic Gauntlet, to be 
released this year on PC. The game is a “modern reimag- 
ining” of the original series, which could mean anything 
from a faithful update to a completely different game with 
the title “Gauntlet” stuck on it. | guess time will tell what 
horrors or joys this news will bring. 


Pac-Man Museum Now Available 

If you're jonesing for a major Pac-Man fix, the new Pac- 
Man Museum bundles together nine different Pac-Man 
games. Selections range from the original Pac-Man all 
the way to the recent Pac-Man Battle Royale. Museum's 
now available on Xbox 360, PS3, and PC (via Steam). 
Unfortunately, the reviews have been rather harsh. May 
be best to steer clear of this one if you want to keep your 
Pac-memories unsullied. 


2014 Best of Show Arcade Machine Awards 
Another IAAPA Expo has come and gone (that’s the 
nternational Association of Amusement Parks and At- 


ractions for us laypeople), but the games introduced 
have not been forgotten. In fact, the 2014 Best of Show 
Arcade (BOSA) Machine Awards were just announced, 
highlighting the best of 2013 and the best upcoming 
new games. There are several categories (full list here: 
bmigaming.com/arcade-machine-awards-bosa.htm), 
but if you're curious about the best arcade games, here 
are the winners: 


e Gold Medal: Mach Storm by Namco Bandai Games 

° Silver Medal: Overtake by Wahlap Technologies 

° Bronze Medal: Batman Arcade by Raw Thrills 

° Notable Mention: Mario Kart Arcade GP DX by Nam- 
co Bandai Games 


Woman Threatens to Blow Up Arcade in China 

Finally, some arcade-related “news of the weird”: A wom- 
an in China entered an arcade wearing a string of fire- 
crackers and several bottles filled with gunpowder, and 
proceeded to start smashing arcade games with a metal 
rod until she was finally detained by employees. Why the 
rampage? It turns out that she had lost over $21,000 in 
the arcade over the previous three months. The arcade 
owner has denied that any sort of gambling was taking 
place at the establishment, but it remains closed while 
police investigate. 


aC RETRO FEED 
The Ohio Pinball 


Show Is a “player's 
show, full of row 


after row of pinball 
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THE OHIO PINBALL SHOW 


Being a fan of pinball these days is tough — with the “death” of the traditional arcade, it’s become more 
and more difficult to find pinball machines to play, aside from the occasional bar pin. Luckily, there’s still a 
place where you can find hundreds of pins to play, even iF it’s only for a few days each year — the pinball 
and game room show. 


This year's show featured a wide variety of vendors, 
rom perennial reseller James Loflin of Pinball Inc. (who 
could be found sitting in an oversize chair labeled “The 
Ramp King”), to new vendors such as VP Pinball, who 
ad unique PC-based digital pinball machines for sale. 
There were even some classic video arcade games 


sprinkled around the show, including a unique emula- 


or setup with an extra-long sit-down cabinet. 


There are several shows held regularly across the United States — odds are one is held Pinball artist Python Anghelo was supposed to be the 


somewhere close to you. And each show offers something unique, a special “flavor” that featured speaker at the show, but poor health prevent- 


you won't find at the other shows, which makes going to as many as you can a must. ed him from attending — instead, he showed up via 


teleconferencing, and there were actually a couple of 


| happen to live close to where the Ohio Pinball Show fundraisers at the show to benefit him, from copies 


is held, so it's the first one | think of when I get that of his artwork for sale to a Metallica pin set up for $1 


“pinball itch.” Held annually in Cuyahoga Falls, Ohio, plays to help raise money for his hospital bills. It was 


the show is a meeting place for all things pinball, from a touching display of how close and caring the pinball 


playing pinball, to buying or selling machines, and re- community can be. Sadley, Python Anghelo succumbed 


stocking on supplies and parts. to cancer and passed away on April 9th 2014. 


The show, now 10 years old, is run by Mike Pacak If there's a pinball show in your area, | highly rec- 


and Marvin Ortscheid. Mike is a fixture on the pin- ommend you make the time to attend (a show 


ball show circuit, and is also responsible for running calendar can be found at the Pinside website 


Pinball Expo in Chicago. The Ohio show is a smaller — pinside.com). If you're interested in pin- 


affair compared to Pinball Expo, but usually features ball, these shows are the best way to sam- 


just as many (if not more) machines to play. It’s a “player's show,” full of row after row ple all the new pins, as well as find one 


of pinball machines set on free play. From vintage electro-mechanical pins all the way (or two!) that you could take home 


up to the latest Stern Star Trek and Jersey Jack Wizard of Oz pins, there is something for with you. Happy hunting and good 


flipping! 


www.readretro.com e_ 


everyone. There's also an “Ohio Wizards” pinball tournament for those looking to show 


off their pinball skills. 


Game 


Every month videogame auction — site 

hosts some very special retro- 
gaming auctions. Some of these items are rare 
and command high prices, while others are just 
cool in their own right. Here are some interesting 
items GameGavel’s had on the auction block 


over the past couple months. 


Now you can view GameGavel auctions paired 
with all the content on RETRO magazine's new 
website, . It is the only 
website where you can read about your favorite 


classic games and bid on them at the same time. 


Start growing or financing your collections; 
without the 


buy and sell on 
high fees on eBay or Amazon. 


A game of fantasy, Cu 
10 different Hi 
combined with 
and infinite dur 


ich the world of Aki 


ie For Applet w/48K and Applesoft R.O.M, 


Many times on GameGavel a very important historical 
piece of software is listed for auction; case in point, this 
copy of Akalabeth, sometimes called “Ultima 0." This 
auction didn't reach its reserve so it might be making 
the rounds on GameGavel once again. 


Starting Bid: $500 
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For those of you who might have missed an earlier 
issue of RETRO, look no further than GameGavel. 
com! We will have back issues available here until 
they are SOLD OUT! Look for our covers on the 
GameGavel homepage then click and buy. 


Buy Now: $6.99 


You can always find cool gaming accessories on 
GameGavel like this Sega Master System Rapid 
Fire add-on. For $5 someone got a pretty good deal 
on this one! 


Sold For: $5.00 


con GAMEGAVEL 


What's hot on GameGavel.com 


RETRO's very own auction site! 


Here we have an example of an import game that 
sells for significantly less than its USA release. 
Some lucky buyer picked this up for $2.99. You 
can expect to pay in the neighborhood of $80 for a 
SNES copy. Now is a great time to go import crazy! 


Sold For: $2.99 


“ideo 9amMeE 


Occasionally GameGavel will host special charity 
auctions, as was the case in April due to the very 
sad passing of fellow gamer Kevin Cronin of Video 
Game Rescue. Hyperkin donated a prerelease 
version of their up and coming RetroN 5 console to 


help the Cronin family. RIP Kevin. 
Sold For: $253.00 


GUN N A R 


ADVANCED COMPUTER EYEWEAR 


¥ FOCUSED 
T YOUR VISION 


op.gunnars.com 


EXHIBITORS = TOURNAMENTS = PANELS = CONSOLE GAMES = ARCADE = PINBALL 


SCHWAG 


Half-Life 2 Gravity Gun Replica 


MANUFACTURER: Market & Convert 
URL: necaonline.com 
RELEASE DATE: 05.09.13 MSRP: $119.99 


Gordon Freeman’s loss is now your gain. With the awesome Gravity Gun in 
your hands, picking up and flinging objects is a breeze! Okay, it doesn’t actually 
work like it does in Half-Life 2, but this prop of one of Dr. Eli Vance’s greatest 
inventions still makes for a cool collector's piece. The Zero Point Energy Field 
Manipulator, as it's technically called, features orange LED lights that turn on 
when pulling the triggers and has a kickstand for display purposes. Now all 
that’s left is for technology to catch up to our fantasies. 


Earthbound 


MANUFACTURER: Boss Fight Books 
URL: bossfightbooks.com 
RELEASE DATE: 04.14 MSRP: $14.99 


Neary or Gome 


> al 
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Earthbound is one of those games that found its true fanbase long after its 
initial release, and now that countless gamers have finally managed to enjoy 
this sought-after SNES title via expensive eBay auctions, emulation, and dig- 
ital rereleases long after its less-than-successful initial run, Boss Fight Books’ 
Ken Baumann has offered up a uniquely heartfelt glimpse into the title’s sto- 
ried past and its impact on his personal gaming history. This thoughtfully 
written, lovingly nostalgic piece of RPG history is an absolute page-turn- 
er that will amuse and entertain old-school fans, regardless of when they 
jumped on the Earthbound bandwagon. 


Retro Game Propaganda Posters 


MANUFACTURER: Steve Thomas 
URL: zazzle.com/stevethomas 
RELEASE DATE: 12.17.13 MSRP: $39.99 


“We want YOU at your local arcade, slinging quarters, and beating baddies!” That's the 
first thing which comes to mind when checking out these sweet propaganda-style post- 
ers based on favorite retro titles. This particular set comes with ones made in the style of 
Joust, Donkey Kong, Frogger, Dig Dug, and Tron. They're a great addition in any old-school 
gamer's den, as well as a constant reminder to everyone visiting that they need to step 
up their game. 


Gameklip 


MANUFACTURER: GameKlip LLC 
URL: thegameklip.com 
RELEASE DATE: Available Now MSRP: $19.95 


Arkeg Drink n’ Game 


MANUFACTURER: N/A 
URL: drinkngame.com 
RELEASE DATE: 01.31.11 MSRP: $3,499 


Many of us enjoy having a cold one in our hand almost as much Not a fan of the touch-screen controls that per- 


as a game controller. That's where the Arkeg comes in. This meate mobile games? This may be the solution 
arcade cabinet is equipped with a 24-inch LCD screen, 2.1 HD you've been looking for. With the GamekKlip, any 
stereo sound, and a tap handle to pour yourself a tasty bever- ol’ DualShock 3 controller you have lying around 
age from the keg that fits inside. Some extra features include a can be used to play some of the best games of- 
trackball and USB ports, which come in handy when playing mul- fered on the Android market. Titles such as Mass 
tiplayer beat-em-ups. Effect Infiltrator and Modern Combat 4 will feel 

right at home with this simple but handy little 

™ add-on. 
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A380e Pocket Retro Game Emulator 


MANUFACTURER: Dingoo Digital 
URL: dingoo.hk 


RELEASE DATE: AvailableNow MSRP: $99.99 


Taking your old-school games on the go is becoming more and more popular — some folks 
have even made their own homebrew handhelds. But a lot of them can look clunky or hap- 


eo hazardly put together, which makes the whole portable aspect of it moot. That's where the 
Veo = simply designed A380e Pocket Retro Game Emulator comes into play. Not only can it play 

% a] <2) NES, SNES, GBA, Sega Genesis, or Neo Geo games, it can also wrangle video, audio, image, 
—— Y and text files. Just don’t bug us about finding the ROMs. 


GameStick 


MANUFACTURER: PlayJam 
URL: gamestick.tv 
RELEASE DATE: 11.15.13 MSRP: $79.99 


This little project made a big splash on Kick- 
starter last year and is now widely available 
to everyone. The GameStick connects to the 
HDMI port of any television or monitor and 
plays Android games via Wi-Fi. It's a neat idea 
and offers an affordable alternative for gamers 
who aren't comfortable dropping hundreds of 
dollars for what Microsoft and Sony are offer- 
ing. The best part is that it’s extremely porta- 
ble, which makes it easy to bring some games 
wherever you go. 


Skirmos Open-Source Laser Tag 


MANUFACTURER: Skirmos LLC 
URL: skirmos.com 
RELEASE DATE: 12.2014 MSRP: $99 and up 


The closest experience reality offers to being in an FPS is a jaunt to the local laser-tag 
joint. Now, thanks to Skirmos and the power of Kickstarter, we are one step closer to 
living in our favorite FPS titles. Skirmos' ambitious project takes laser tag to a new lev- 
el. Its open-source code lets you set up a variety of game modes such as deathmatch, 
capture the flag, horde, or whatever custom game you dream up. The possibilities 
are endless! 


/ 
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Tetris Light 


MANUFACTURER: Paladone 
URL: paladone.com 
RELEASE DATE: 2013 MSRP: $39.99 


If you want a conversation piece at the office, look no further. 
Any self-respecting Tetris fan will do a double-take when seeing 
this customizable light-up love letter to everyone's favorite puz- 
zle game. This sweet set comes with seven blocks that can be 
stacked in a number of ways to help light up your work area. The 
best part is that it’s a plug-in, so no fumbling around for batteries 
here. If you're like us and see random shapes cascading in your 
mind, this is the perfect companion piece to pick up. 
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Retro Role-playing Games 


REASONS RETRO RPGS ARE BETTER THAN THE REAL WORLD 


// GUNS DON'T KILL PEOPLE, PEOPLE WITH GIANT SWORDS KILL PEOPLE 


In most fantasy worlds, shooting someone is less of an insult than spitting on them (and it does less damage). The 
gun damage numbers aren't even the sales tax on the sword impact numbers. Projectile technology simply isn’t a 
priority in a world where enemies hold still while you walk up and thump them. And there's no such thing as con- 


cealed carry because you could only conceal a two-meter sword if you were a giraffe wearing every scarf. 


There are also wizards, but quite apart from rule one of any magical kingdom — Never Piss Off a Wizard — they still 
need to see you and are highlighted by special effects every time they use their abilities. Which means that every 
time they try to kill you they're highlighting themselves for blunt impact trauma. Besides, their lives are dedicated 
to the study of those mystical arts. If real-world projectile weapons required a lifetime of learning instead of “some 
money" and “not wanted for murder (yet),” we wouldn't have any problems. 


IF you're ever chased by Sephiroth, escape around a 
hallway corner. 


// PRACTICE MAKES PERFECT 


If you keep doing something, you automatically get better at it. If the real world leveled up like that call-center staff 
would become diplomats, mobile-phone technicians could join NASA, and forklift operators would pilot gigantic 
Pacific Rim mechs against the world’s governments to demand legislation that all industrial machinery be fitted with 
comfier chairs. 


Heroes know that they've chosen the right career path because it’s physically impossible for them to do anything 
they can't master. You never spend half the game as an idiot trying to bash herbs together until they catch fire before 
realizing “Oh! I'm a warrior!” flipping your desk, and leaping up to joyfully hack everyone in half. 


At least Wedge and Biggs have job security 


// BOSSES WHO KNOW WHAT THEY'RE DOING 


You're told that you're the prophesied chosen one, but spend all your time fetching things for your elders/kings/ 
talking trees and taking new instructions from absolutely anyone you meet. You're not the world’s hero, you're the 
world's intern. And that's still better than reality, because in RPGs “experience” is something you can actually use, 
not an excuse to make college graduates work for free. 


And when those elders send you on a quest for seven moonstones, you don't spend days searching for the seventh 
moonstone only for them to go, “Oh, that’s right, there were only six, and anyway it turns out we need sunstones not 
moonstones, so we'll need you to quest late tonight to save the world in time.” 


The greatest fantasy isn’t terrifying dragons or world-ending magic, it’s bosses who actually know what they're doing 
(which are far more powerful and even less likely). The simple fact of being told to do something, knowing for a fact 


that you can do it, and that doing it will definitely make your life better? If the Matrix had thought of that, humanity 


“She's a great boss, but doesn’t talk much.” 


would never have wanted to escape. Even when your fantasy boss betrays you and uses your magical MacGuffins to 


destroy the world, at least you were part of a successful project. 
www.readretro.com 


by Luke McKinney 


Role-playing games are 


6 ome CJ 
% se Lal = stories where you es- 


sentially turn the page 


by murdering every- 
thing. Which explains 
why every hero is a 
psychopath: They're the only one who can move in a 
world full of paralyzed people, and instead of feeding 
them they run through their homes stealing everything. 


“You can't stand up? Then unless you're 
Professor X, I'm taking all your stuff.” 


They've got cash on hand, despite the total lack of 
wallet, pockets, flesh, or manipulating extremities. 


Armed and dispatched by an old bearded man living 
inacave. 


If politicians ever actually played games they'd blame 
all burglary on Final Fantasy, all unlicensed hunting on 
Pokémon, and tell us that they need domestic garden- 
ing drones to fight the hordes of rogue lawnmowers 
unleashed by Zelda. 


Modern games call themselves RPGs if they have 
longer-than-average cutscenes between space-gun- 


RPGS VS. LIFE 


the virtual actors make you chauffeur their feet as 
they run from scene to scene. But retro RPGs weren't 
so much “role-playing games” as “life-replacement 
strategies.” Those RPGs were better than reality, but 
it wasn’t just because you had a giant sword, control 
of fire, and were allowed to use both on everyone you 
met. They were better for reasons we wouldn't un- 
derstand until we grew up. 


fights, but most are just movies so boring that even 


// EXPENSIVE IS ALWAYS BETTER 


RPGs reduce all of existence to numbers, and you win by making those numbers bigger. Your stuff sucks, and 
you will die if you don’t buy better things. It's Capitalism: The Game. It's a world so based on pure money that 
even wild predators carry gold coins, presumably to pay toll-trees and hire lawyers to deal with lawsuits from 


the families of their prey. 


But the real fantasy is that the capitalism is honest. Supply and demand should break down with an entire 
world of shopkeepers with only one customer, but an item's price is always directly connected to its value. You 
might have to pay a million gil for a Golden Sword, but it'll never turn out to be gold paint on a Wooden Sword 
because you didn’t look at anything but the advertised stats. Real companies would sell you colored water as 


homeopathic Fenix Down, knowing that you'd be too dead to sue when you found out. 


// EVERYTHING IS UP TO YOU 


You bear sole responsibility for the fate of the entire universe, and it's a tremendous relief, because that means 
no one else can screw it up for you. Immortal acid dragons are far less of an impediment to progress than 
real-world coworkers. No lone hero has ever assembled the shards of destiny only to find out that idiot Gareth 
from accounting bought the wrong Omega Matrix because it’s cheaper, and you don’t have the certification to 
change it, and the world is destroyed while waiting for him to check his voicemail. 


You have to do everything single-handed, but there's only ever one thing you can possibly do. In the fantasy 
world anything you survive (and occasionally don’t) was the right way forward. The programmers only assem- 
bled one path, so even when you screw things up, you know you were meant to. In the real world even loading 
a coffee machine wrong can ruin half your kitchen. In a game, destroying the time stream by interrupting a 
magician’s attempting to save the planet while projecting you into a ruined past is just the world’s most dra- 


matic commute. 


Most importantly, in RPGs you can live a hundred different lives. In real life we only get one. But if we use it to 


play those games it all works out. 


BONUS POINTS SSSSSGGG.G...G..,.. 


CONVERSATION 


Every RPG teaches us to talk to every- 


BORING PEOPLE 
ARE OBVIOUS 


RUMORS ARE TRUE 


Every single rumor in a fantasy 


OBVIOUS OPTIONS 


If real-life conversations gave you a 


one in the town while keeping us in our 
room for 60 hours. And the only ex- 
cuse for someone saying “dot dot dot” 
is Morse coding for help when real 
dialogue writers have stomped on their 
throat. But even RPG conversation has 


advantages over the real world: 


When you meet an idiot who can’t 
improve your life in any way, it’s imme- 
diately obvious when they repeat the 
same mindless thing over and over. In 
the real world, that can take days. And 
they get pissy when you just turn and 
walk away from them to find someone 


more interesting. 


kingdom is true. If they had a National 
Enquirer it would be their version of 
The New York Times. 


list of options and an arrow to choose 
between them, it'd always be obvious 
which makes you a good guy and 
which makes you a jerk, and taking 
two minutes to choose wouldn't make 


you seem creepy. 
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DEV-OLUTION 


FEARGUS 
URQUHART 


'y Andy Eddy 


How a young, scrappy Feargus 
Urquhart built an RPG empire. 


Dev-olution is a regular RETRO column that looks at how veter- 
an developers got their starts in making games. If you have com- 
ments about the column or recommendations for who you’d like 
to see covered in a future installment of Dev-olution, you can 


reach Andy at andy@readretro.com. 


If you want a job in the game industry 
these days, there are many paths you can 
take, including focused studies at specialty 
schools (such as Digipen in Washington 
State, California-based Ex'pression College, 
and Florida's Full Sail University) and degree 
programs at major colleges (such as MIT, 
Northwestern, Tulane, and UCLA). Howev- 
er, another popular method has been the 
“learn by doing” route, which is to start at a 
game company as a tester, then pick up the 
essential skills by osmosis and progress up- 
ward through the org chart from there. 


One such industry veteran who first walked 
in through the tester door is Feargus Urqu- 
hart, co-founder and CEO of Orange County, 
California-headquartered developer Obsidi- 
an Entertainment (Neverwinter Nights 2, Fall- 
out: New Vegas, South Park: The Stick of Truth). 


In the late-’80s/early-’90s, he ran a BBS 
called Dargaard Keep (under the name 
Lord Soth), where users were, among oth- 
er things, playing pen-and-paper games via 
the board, and he dabbled in programming 
while studying bioengineering in college. He 
was also an avid RPG player with Infocom 
games being his gateway to such titles as 


2. 


— games he admits that he “played the crap 
out of.” 


He says he was part of a group of local 
gaming friends, and with the Irvine-based 
Interplay not far away, a number of those 
pals ended up working there. In 1991, one 
of those friends urged Urquhart to pursue a 
tester position, a totally unplanned, unantic- 
ipated change to his career path. 


“Back then, making games wasn’t a profes- 
sion. We were like this subset of this subset 
of this subset of people...who knew how 
many of us did this? | had my five friends. 
It felt so...it was just like this was a hobby 
that was super-cool. How could you ever 
do this?” he says. “To be honest, it never 
occurred to me in those early days that this 
was a job that | could do.” 


But he did find game-making to be a viable 
career path — and, in fact, swiftly found 
himself ona fast track: He worked as a tester 
on two games, moved up to associate pro- 


i series. 


ducer a little while later, shortly thereafter 
made a jump to a producer role, and in 1996 


: was offered a position overseeing Interplay's 


entire RPG division, which became the Black 
sle Studios label. Under Urquhart's leader- 


ship, the group developed and shipped such 


properties as Fallout 2, Planescape: Torment, 
he Baldur's Gate series, and the Icewind Dale 


he early 2000s, Interplay found itself 
battling fiscal losses and the subsequent 


5 


: departure of CEO Brian Fargo, and while Ur- 
: quhart states that the Black Isle titles were 


profitable, he found himself contemplating 


: achange amid a deteriorating company cul- 


ure, In 2003, he and a number of his friends 
eft Interplay and in June — banding togeth- 


: erin Urquhart’s attic — they founded Obsid- 


ian. Almost immediately, the studio landed 
he contract to develop Star Wars: Knights of 
the Old Republic Il. 


“At the end of August 2003, we signed the 


: deal...and we were off to the races,” Urqu- 
i hart says. 


In slightly more than a decade of operation, 


: the studio has been quite busy, but that's 
Wizardry, Bard's Tale, and Ultima Ill and IV : 


especially been the case in the last couple of 


: years. Obsidian — first in conjunction with 


THQ as the publisher, and later Ubisoft — 
recently saw the release of South Park: The 


Stick of Truth, which was developed with 


e blessing and support of the cartoon's 
creators, Matt Stone and Trey Parker. They 


: also have two other projects in progress: 


e Kickstarter-funded RPG Pillars of Eternity 
(due out this coming winter) and the MOBA 


? Armored Warfare, which was announced at 


e Game Developers Conference in March 


: and is being created in partnership with 


Russia's Mail.ru (it's slated to go into closed 
beta later this year). 


Hey, with all this work going on, Obsidian is 
probably employing a lot of game testers... 


: Andy Eddy was never a tester; he came into 
: the game industry as a journalist, and has been 
: stuck in the same dead-end job for over 25 
: years. His life is a real-time RPG that's still in 
i development. 


Go ahead, then, shoot me. 


Are branching narratives the future, or an unnecessary distraction? 


Ah, choice. Unavoidably necessary for this interactive hobby of ours to succeed as a 
premier storytelling medium, but the proper implementation of which eludes our most 


experienced, adept developers. 


But is player choice regarding narrative even necessary? Isn't how the player chooses to 
approach the world interactive enough, even if the story resolves identically for everyone 


who finishes it? It’s always been good enough for film and literature, but for some rea- 
son, once you add the interactivity of videogames, expectations rise. Are they too high? : 


As you might expect, writing a game that can account for multiple story paths and 
player choice is difficult. “There is an inherent friction in telling a story yet allowing the 


player to move around in a random fashion or even shoot any character they meet,” 
says Brian Fargo, founder of Interplay and InXile. “It's not that it cannot be done but it : 
creates a lot of work and the development of multiple scenarios that can handle a single : 


event. However the payoff is huge in allowing the player to blaze their own trail.” 


He continues, “| was speaking with a famous designer recently, in which | was tak- 


ing him through the spider web of scenarios that a player can open up in playing 


Wasteland 2, and his firs 
content for only a small 


reaction was wondering why bother putting all that game 


raction of the people 
anyone, or ignore requests and wander anywhere, is a strong component of Wasteland, 


and the challenge lies in both the writing and in the balance of alternate scenarios. For 
me the area that needs work is this concept that two people could play a game in wildly 


different ways yet the ending comes down to only two or three outcomes. Instead the : nice guy, James spends his time playing 3DS and wistfully reminiscing about the “Yamauchi Days.” 


game could result in heroic or non-heroic endings coming at 10, 20, or 40 hours in, 


depending on your actions.” 


the story, or the player influencing the world? A case can be made for either. 


o see. Providing the ability to shoot i 


Why do all of that work for only a small fraction of the community who will ever see it? 
It's a question that might raise a few hackles, but an important one to consider, and it ul- : 
timately comes down to importance: Which is more important, the player experiencing 


Obsidian Entertainment creative director Chris Avellone expounds on what needs to be : 
done in order to recognize the former: “We've seen the illusion of player choice increase : 


: on several fronts, which aren't apparent until you play through the title again. I've had 
several humbling experiences of what felt like serious consequences in games that fell 
apart once | played the title again and made a different choice that ended up at the 
same result with little or no change to my character or to my character's systematic 
advancement. Separating the illusion of player choice (which can be powerful as long 
as no one yanks away the curtain) and delivering on actual player choice is where the 


industry needs to grow.” 


Regarding the latter, he says, “It's gratifying to see that at least the industry is making 
: Strides to recognize that player choices are equally compelling (if not more so) than lin- 


ear plots, but personally, | don’t think player choices can solely be done by special-cas- 


ing various narrative flows...it requires a reexamination of the narrative goals in each 
part of the game and how the systems correspond to delivering on the narrative goals. 
's far more interesting when you provide a broader goal to the player (destabilize na- 
ion X through any means you can, build Y level of reputation with any Z faction) and 


provide not just a narrative path of A-B-C but a series of system and area design goals 


at allow the player to tackle the approach according to the play styles the game of- 
ers.” Coming from the man who oversaw the creation of the most successful choice 


system in a game to date, Alpha Protocol, and the viciously defended industry darling 


at Obsidian has become, | think it might be time to examine his words, carefully, and 


execute on them deftly. 


EiC at doubleplusgoodgames.com, former managing editor at GameFan Magazine, and all ‘round 


DID YOU KNOWP 

Mega Zone was an overhead, 
vertical-scrolling shooter arcade 
game developed by Konami in 1983 
that featured some of the earliest 


non-linear gameplay by offering the 


player branching paths. 
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Bravely Default and Lightning Returns 
represent the two underlying forces that 
define the Final Fantasy series: 

the familiar and the daring. 


These are strange times for the Final Fantasy series. 
Square Enix made a number of miscalculations with 
the franchise over the past decade, and the whole 
debacle surrounding Final Fantasy XIII in particular 
left many fans cold. On the other hand, Final Fantasy 
XV seems promising, and disastrous online RPG Fi- 
nal Fantasy XIV has found new life as the excellent A 
Realm Reborn. The franchise is far from dead...but it is 


terribly, terribly confused at the moment. 


That confusion was on full display back in Febru- 
ary when two very different Final Fantasy games 
launched almost simultaneously in the U.S.: Lightning 
Returns: Final Fantasy XIII and Bravely Default. In fact, 
they were so confused that the latter game wasn't 
even called “Final Fantasy," even though that's ab- 


solutely what it was. Despite the name, fans of the 


series took to it far more enthusiastically than the 


game that actually contained "Final Fantasy” in the ti- 
tle, a fact reflected in their respective sales. How did 
we get to a point where an old-fashioned portable 
game that Square Enix didn't even want to release 
in the U.S. (Nintendo handled publishing duties for 
Bravely Default) outperforms the latest HD Final Fan- 
tasy game? 


The clue is in the names of the games themselves. 
Bravely Default, for all intents and purposes, belongs 
to the Final Fantasy series. In fact, it began life as a 
sequel to Final Fantasy throwback spin-off The 4 He- 
roes of Light, which should be in little doubt given all 
the design elements it takes from 4 Heroes. But as 


producer Tomoyo Asano has explained, the team 
decided to break away from the Final Fantasy name 


in order to give their project some creative breathing 


room. 


Another important factor here is the way Square Enix 
treats Final Fantasy as a brand. The series began de- 
cades ago as a sort of Hail Mary throw for a studio 
about to go under, hence the “final” in the title. It suc- 
ceeded and saved the company, but despite all the se- 
quels that have appeared to that NES classic over the 


years, the games never lost that sense of desperation. 
They've always had a certain devil-may-care attitude 
about them. No two Final Fantasy games play exactly 


worked to fit into a real-time combat mold. Lightning 
Returns is one part bold step forward for the series’ 
mechanics and structure (with its action-RPG trap- 
pings and totally open world) and one part hot mess. 
It explores new concepts for the series and, despite 
being grounded in familiar elements, frequently feels 
like it's all going to come falling down as the result of 
its rickety ambition. 


But it’s precisely because 


Bravely Default feels so much 


like Final Fantasy that it’s not 


: 


uite Final Fantasy. 


alike, and each new sequel feels almost like a reaction 
to the last. From the way Final Fantasy I] abandoned 
the first game's systems to Final Fantasy XV evidently 
taking the form of a full-on action-RPG, the ultimate 
underlying theme of Final Fantasy is “change.” Each 
game is “final,” in a sense, because the next entry is 
going to be something totally different. 


Bravely Default, on the other hand, plays like a delib- 
erate throwback to classic Final Fantasy. It features a 
robust Job system, turn-based combat, classic ene- 


mies, and a rustic medieval world. In a lot of ways, it 


plays like a revamped version of Final Fantasy V: Four 
heroes come together to determine why the world’s 
elements have begun to fade away, earn new Job ca- 
pabilities, and struggle through a strange altered ver- 
sion of the world at the very end of their quest. But it’s 
precisely because the game feels so much like Final 


Fantasy that it's not quite Final Fantasy, if that makes 


sense; the series as a whole rarely spins its wheels, 
making Bravely Default something of an oddity. A 
numbered Final Fantasy has only gone full-on throw- 
back once, with Final Fantasy IX, and in hindsight that 
seems more a symbolic gesture than anything: It was 
he last entry directly helmed by series creator Hi- 
ronobu Sakaguchi, and it stands as a self-referential 
our through his magnum opus. 


ow, Lightning Returns, on the other hand...that’s to- 
tally Final Fantasy, because it plays like no other entry 
in the series. Oh, it incorporates a bunch of concepts 
rom Final Fantasy XIII and XIll-2, but it does so in a 
new way. The concepts of swapping battle stances on 
he fly and finding enemies’ weaknesses to “stagger” 


hem return from its predecessors, but they're re- 


But, you know, that fragility defines Final Fantasy. 
There's not a single flawless entry in the series; each 
bold stride a Final Fantasy takes leaves some other 
aspect of the game teetering at the brink of disas- 
ter. Final Fantasy IV redefined the role of narrative in 
RPGs...and was suffocatingly linear. Final Fantasy VII 
redefined the scale and presentation of videogames 
as a whole, but its story was a train wreck and its me- 
chanics grossly simplified. And so forth. Where oth- 
er franchises churn through the same concepts and 
mechanics once a year, Final Fantasy’s creators have 
an obsessive drive to avoid staying in one place for 
long—to bring something new and different to each 
new sequel. 


Which is not to say this compulsion always works out 
o the series’ benefit, as we've seen with the XIII saga. 
Bravely Default works best precisely when it is being 
predictable, because sometimes it’s nice to fall back 
on familiar, reliable concepts. Lightning Returns, on the 
other hand, would probably have worked better if it 
had simply been a new title altogether instead of try- 


ing to tie up the bewildering X/I/ saga. But taken as a 
pair, the two games offer an interesting insight into 
what makes Final Fantasy tick: the push and pull of 
he established and the unknown. As the success of 
Bravely Default demonstrates, sometimes fans need a 


ittle bit of familiarity to make the new and strange go 
down more smoothly...bit it wouldn’t be Final Fantasy 
if it didn’t betray our expectations just a little bit. 


Jeremy Parish works as senior editor at USgamer.net, 


co-host of the Retronauts podcast, and grim overlord of 
gaming blog 2-Dimensions.com. He is also believed to 
moonlight as a masked vigilante. 
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Industry '°" 


Richard 
Garriott 


Richard Garriott de Cayeux, better known by his fans as Lord British, is a celebrated 
game designer and publisher. The son of an astronaut, Garriott himself went to space 
in 2008 — the ultimate vacation for this lifelong fan of science and fantasy. The trip 
cost him a cool $30 million, a fortune that must have seemed like a distant dream 
in 1979 when he sold his first game in the local ComputerLand store in Clear Lake 
City, Texas. That game, Akalabeth: World of Doom, was an impressive feat for this 
self-taught BASIC programmer, but it was his next, Ultima, that put him on the (cloth) 
map. 


Disappointed with the way he was treated by publishers, Garriott launched Origin 
Systems in 1983 with his brothers, dad, and his old friend, Chuck “Chuckles” Bueche. 
Origin published several major hits for DOS, including Wing Commander and System 
Shock. In 1997 the company launched Ultima Online, a breakthrough product that be- 
came the first truly massive multiplayer online role-playing game. 


Garriott has never been ashamed of his nerdiness, always eager to don medieval at- 
tire and revel with his fellow fantasy fans at renaissance festivals and events hosted 
by the Society for Creative Anachronisms (SCA). He's also legendary for his fantastic 
themed parties, and lives in Britannia Manor — a medieval-themed house complete 
with trap doors and secret passages. Among the crossbows, shrunken heads, autom- 
atons, and caveman hair you can also find a spacesuit and, of course, all the Apple II 
and Ultima memorabilia you could ever hope for. 


Recently, we sat down to chat with Garriott about his travels in games and the great 
beyond to learn what made Lord British tick. Let's sally forth, shall we? 


RETRO: When you were making the first Ultimas, did you imagine that people would 
still be playing and collecting things for them 30 years later? 


Richard Garriott: Of course not. After Akalabeth, and Ultima | and II, | didn’t assume 
there'd be another one after that. It was only after Ultima II! that | finally went — yeah, 


'yMatt Barton 


his might be going on for a while. So | needed to get serious about it, doing actual 
orward planning instead of just thinking, “Oh, yeah, | guess | should make another one! 
What am | going to do about that?” 


Later, when | was doing Ultima V or VI, | heard an author named Bruce Sterling give a talk 
at GDC. He said, “Hey, you guys doing computer games, you have the exact opposite 
problem that | do. As a book author, | try to write the best book that | can. And that book 
is going to be judged against every other book that’s ever been written. The chance of 
hat happening is really, really low. But even if | make it to the top 10, it’s going to be re- 
membered for a long time. You guys have the opposite problem. The probability of writ- 
ing the best game ever is pretty high — there’s only been a few decades of games, and 
he art form has gotten much better since its infancy. In fact, even if you wrote the best 
game ever today, the art form will be better tomorrow — and the machines they work 
on. It's not going to stand for long. Not only is it going to be beaten, but the machines 


hey run on today will go away.” 


sat there, and it was like he was talking right to me. Here | am, writing games since the 


beginning of the industry, and I'd like to believe that some of them are at least okay. But 
even | didn’t have an Apple Il, so | hadn’t seen my own works in a decade. | took it upon 
myself as a challenge to always keep a machine running, so | can at least run my own 
works. 


Fortunately, now with emulators and rewrites, a lot of people are bringing back the early 
games. They’re being refreshed. 


RETRO: So do you do a lot of retro gaming? 


RG: It depends. The retro gaming | do is when | find an old machine that has a game on 
it that | like. | still occasionally fire up Parappa the Rapper, because | still think the original 
game is completely brilliant. It was the only time | went out and bought a piece of hard- 


ware just to play a game. 
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4 @ | DIDN'T CARE IF IT COST ME EVERY 
PENNY OF MY LIFE SAVINGS, WHICH IT 
DID, | WAS GOING 10 GO 10 SPACE.” 


RETRO: Do you collect other vintage systems besides 
the Apple? 


RG: Yes. | have a couple of the old Vectrexes. The reason 
| like that machine is the vector graphics. You look at the 
generation today, they literally [have no idea] what that 
means, much less how it works or why it’s interesting. | 
keep those because of that period of time they encap- 
sulate. 


RETRO: What does your personal game collection look 
like? 


RG: Of course | have one of everything Origin ever made. 
But if you look at computer games, it’s pretty spotty after 
that. In the era of emulators, | didn't need to have phys- 
ical copies. | still have things like board games, slot car 
games. I'm a huge fan of something called Total Control 
Racing, which was a slotless, head-to-head racing game, 
where you can change lanes instead of being stuck in a 
slot. Most of these things | collect because they repre- 
sent a technological cleverness that | admire. 


RETRO: I remember last time we talked, you showed 
me all your old notebooks where you keep detailed 
notes for all your Ultima games. | imagine you must 
have the ultimate Ultima treasure trove full of collect- 
ibles. 


RG: It's amazing how useful that is. For example, if you're 
going to build a tile set — say a coastline. For that, you're 
going to need a tile that is one side grass, the other wa- 
er, and the inside corners, and puddles. Eventually, you 
get a set that builds into a pattern. I've built tile sets with 
raditions like that many, many times. | became an expert 


in finding the exact minimum number of tiles to create 
coastlines, dungeon connections, room interiors and ex- 
eriors...'ve drawn these out on graph paper many, many 


imes. And we still need those today. The tools we have 
are a lot more sophisticated, and the pieces are more 


complex, but unless you focus on doing them with the 
minimal number of iterations, you can end up with an in- 
finite number of pieces. 


Every time we bring in new employees, | pull out the old 
guild books — | sit them down with 20-year-old docu- 
ments, and explain how those minimum number sets 
work. | also show them how | did bitmapped graphics 
back in the day. When | was doing the early Ultimas, | 
didn't have paint programs. | planned out each tile of 
graphics on graph paper, and the color you perceived in 
your own mind, knowing that if you turned even or odd 
bits on, it would change color, or if you set bits behind 
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it called color bits — you couldn't see those on graph 
paper, but they'd change the color set it was a member 
of. | wrote all this out on graph paper, typed it into hexa- 
decimal, write a program to copy that hex to somewhere 
else in screen RAM, and hoped it worked. If it failed, you 
had to figure out where — on the graph paper, the con- 
version to binary, hexadecimal, copying it to the screen 


area... The debugging was an interesting challenge. Most 
new employees didn’t grow up at this scary time, when 


you had to walk in the snow uphill in both directions to 
get to school. 


RETRO: One thing that makes your games so collect- 
ible is all the great stuff inside, the cloth maps — who 
doesn't want a set of those? It seems amazing now 
that you had to fight with publishers to get those 
things included. 


RG: My first two games, Akalabeth and Ultima |, for Cal- 
ifornia Pacific, they came in Ziploc bags. That was the 
state of the art. When they went out of business and quit 
paying me, | moved on. | announced that | was going to 
be a free agent for Ultima II, and was looking for a pub- 


isher. | didn't know if anyone knew about Ultima or would 
care — it was still so early. | was very pleasantly surprised 
when every major publisher called me back and said, 
“Heck, yeah! You already have a successful lineup; of 
course we want to publish your game.” Then | said, great 
— but | don’t want my game in a Ziploc bag. | want a box. 


Oh, and by the way, | want the manual to be fictional, to 
give it more substance...and, | want a cloth map inside 
that box. All of these publishers dropped out except On- 
Line Systems, which became Sierra. They were the only 
company that agreed to publish my work. 


RETRO: What are your personal favorite Ultimas? 


RG: | have some very clear favorites. Ultima IV was the 
watershed moment in the series. With the first three 
games, I'd put in anything | wanted to pay homage to. The 
influences are obvious — the cloth map was from Time 
Bandits, space travel was from Star Wars. There weren't 
hobbits but there were bobbits. There were a bunch of 
hings | borrowed. With Ultima IV, | sat down to create my 
own world and a story that was deep and relevant. 


n hindsight, though, Ultima IV was still clunky. Once you 
igured it out, it was easy to live by its rules. The storytell- 
ing got better up through Ultima VII, which to me is the 


best. It's the deepest sandbox reality — anything in the 
world operates as you'd expect. The world was the deep- 
est and most complete. It has a soft spot in my heart. 


Then there’s Ultima Online, our greatest success both 


commercially and the impact it made on the industry. 


Those three are my favorites. 


RETRO: What are your thoughts on emulation and 
abandonware? 


RG: Emulation is a good thing. If games were to disap- 
pear, fulfilling Bruce Sterling's predictions — that makes 
me sad. Not just my own games, but things we all look 
back on and find meaningful. It reminds me of the cin- 
ema industry. You may have heard of an early French 
cinematographer named Georges Méliés. He was very 


active prior to World War II. During the war, they melt- 
ed down most of his films to make the plastic heels for 
shoes — something completely mundane. Then he was 
almost completely forgotten. But then people managed 
to find some individual prints that had been scattered 
around, put them back together — maybe half a doz- 
en of hundreds, but still. They put those together during 
his lifetime, actually, and it was obvious what an impact 
he'd made on the history of cinema. For me, these ear- 
ly games being lost is terrible. The good news is that, 
through emulation, digital copies should be pretty good. 
We might still lose some of the context, though. We 
need to preserve things like tile sets, too, those are im- 
portant for the industry — the ephemera of the produc- 
tion process. 


RETRO: What game would you suggest for somebody 
who is just starting out with Ultima? 


RG: Everyone has this debate — should | start with Ulti- 
ma | and muddle through...! wouldn't go back to the be- 
ginning unless you've done it before. | actually think the 
three we just mentioned are the right way to jump into it. 
The order isn't important. They all stand alone well. If you 
enjoy those, you can deepen your experience by playing 
the others. 
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RETRO: I've been told that the characters in the Ultima 
games are based on real people; friends of yours. 


RG: Oh, yeah. All of the avatar’s companions are friends 
of mine from the SCA. One of them is my SCA name 
— so |'m in the game as Lord British and Shamino. The 
Mage of Honesty is Mariah, who was my assistant for 30 
years, Michelle Caddel. Compassion was Lolo the Bard, 
who was David Watson — he really does make cross- 
bows for a living, and that's what he does in the game. 


Valor was Geoffrey, who was Jeff Hillhouse, the first em- 
ployee of Origin. Dupre the Paladin was Greg Dykes. You 
get the idea. All of us knew each other through the SCA. 


Some of the stories about those characters were also 
from SCA. For example, Ultima II was the first time | had 
characters who could say something. This wasn’t con- 
versation — they could just say something. So | asked my 
SCA friends what they wanted to say. Dupre said he'd 


think about it and tell me tomorrow. The next morning 
he had it: “Do you want to buy a duck?” If a character 
buys a duck and keeps it, the duck lays an egg every day, 
giving you a small amount of food. If he eats it instead, he 
gets a giant meal, but no eggs. | said — wow, Greg, that’s 


great, but | can’t implement that. | just asked you what 
you wanted to say. So, | went ahead and put that in — 
“Do you want to buy a duck?” | knew full well the player 
wouldn't get it. We added a joke: Another of our friends 


said he wanted his line to be, “Do you know where | can 


get a duck?” This duck joke had no ending; no fulfillment. 


Folks kept going up to Greg — Dupre — after that and 
asking what was up with the duck; how do they get one? 
It became a joke around the SCA. People gave him things 
decorated like ducks, or talk about ducks at feasts. 


RETRO: What's the status of your latest project, 
Shroud of the Avatar? 


RG: Great. As soon as we're done with this interview, 


we're going to do an internal load test of the multiplayer. 
Then we're letting our dev plus people in to test it with a 
heavier load. In a few days, hopefully, we'll be letting all 
the beta backers in for our next release. Knock on wood 


— we hope it goes well. 


RETRO: Has it been resonating well with fans of the 
classic Ultima games? 


RG: Very well. I'm sure you're very familiar with Ultima. 
Well, if you remember the interesting things that start- 
ed to happen after we released Ultima Online — we had 
people who were into the stories of Ultima; they were 
ooking for one type of experience. Then we had the peo- 
ple looking for the open, PvP world — they were looking 
or another experience. So, we had to do a balancing act. 


Again, now we have to prove to people that we really are 
ulfilling both desires. It's a challenge — one of the bigger 
ones. | think we have a strategy that will pull it off. We're 


just excited now that we're picking up new backers with 


each passing month. 


RETRO: Did you hope to turn your success with vid- 
eogames into an eventual trip to space? 


RG: Not exactly, but | always had faith I'd manage to 
get into space. When | was very young, like most kids, | 
fantasized about going to space. But then when you get 
older, you realize it's going to be hard, even with the per- 
fect education. Most people give up on it at that point. 
But since | lived right next to NASA, and my father and 
neighbors were all astronauts, | knew | was going to go 
someday. 


ASA doctors told 


me | could never go, because | had to wear glasses. Tha 


It was a real shock when one of the 


was enough reason medically to prevent me from going. 
| was so shocked — this random doctor was telling me 
couldn't go? | was like, that’s not fair! 


| then thought, well, if | can’t go with NASA, maybe 
should invent a civilian space agency. At the age of 13, i 
sounded easy. A lot of our neighbors, though, retired and 


got interested in privatizing something in space. | had al 


these people — actual astronauts — they needed a part- 
ner. | was doing okay in games, so | backed their efforts 
to go to space. 
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| backed four or five of those, but they weren't able 
to pull it off. | started to realize that these guys were 
hired as astronauts, not as entrepreneurs. They were 
trying to change the opinion of our national space pol- 
icy; the government. The probability of doing that is 
very low. | got sad again. 


There were only two options — NASA, who'd told 
us no, and the Russians, who we hadn't asked. They 
said no, too, but only because it would cost too much 
money just to see if it were feasible. We took that as a 
qualified yes. They just wanted money to do the study, 
and since we'd thought it would come back positive — 
after all, they'd trained and flew astronauts from other 
countries. Why should we be any different? So | put 
up a pretty big chunk of money for the study, with the 
assumption that | would be that first person. I'd just 


sold Origin to EA, so | was feeling very wealthy. They 
came back with a yes, and | had the money, and — 
that's when the Internet stock market crashed. So | 
had to sell the first seat to Dennis Tito. 


| had to wait for the market to recover, build another 
company, sell another company, and as soon as | had 
enough money to pay for that seat — | didn’t care if it 
cost me every penny of my life savings, which it did, | 
was going to go to space. 


So, no, | didn’t expect the games to get me there. But 
they did eventually get me there. 


RETRO: Do you plan to go back? 
RG: | do. 
RETRO: | bet you'd like to go to Mars. 


RG: Oh, yes, absolutely. My wife is not too excited 
about going to Mars, though. I'll have to blindfold her, 
spin around a few times, and sneak her into the space- 
craft. 


RETRO: Would you take a one-way trip to Mars? 


RG: | would. My wife wouldn't. I'm very supportive of 
it, though, and | could convince her. mm 


www.readretro.com eee 


FEATU RES RETROSPECTIVE 


SN Nee Se 


RESOFT CAUGHT 
OTTLE 


IN.1995 
LIGHTNING 


fellow gamers, “You've gotta play this, it's 
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It's been 19 years, yet people 
who've played Chrono Trigger con- 


tinue to gush with praise, exhorting 


the best game ever!” But CT goes beyond 
being an amazing game that has a nostalgic 
group of fans who won't shut up about it. 
Its story, music, characters, and gameplay 
were so ahead of the curve that they pio- 
neered many of the design and storytelling 
practices we see in more modern games, 
giving us all a reason to celebrate its legacy. 


The game starts out simply enough. A young 
een named Crono wakes up late for the 
air, his friend Lucca exhibits a teleportation 
device, and Marle, a fairgoer who turns out 
o be a princess, has a mishap with the tele- 
porter, sending her back in time. Boom! Now 
we have the start of a classic JRPG. Events 


appens, you go on a journey to save your 


riend, and (of course) you save the world! 
But these tropes don't feel generic, because 


— 


of the ability of Chrono Trigger’s deep universe 


and mechanics to make you feel invested. 


CT was very forward-thinking. One example: 
It was one of the first games to feature mul- 
tiple endings. While a few games like Sonic 
offered good and bad endings depending 
on simple factors, in CT the endings were 
connected to the decisions you made in the 
story. Decisions made right at the begin- 
ning of the game could come back to haunt 
you later. For example, when Crono's at the 
able and take it, 
ood, your health 


fair you see an item ona 
RPG fashion. It's 


is restored, and you go on your merry way. 


in typica 


But a bit later in the game Crono is on trial. 
A witness appears on the stand, and flashing 
back to earlier tells the jury, “This guy stole 
my lunch.” Just one of many examples of 
your actions shaping the game's story. 


Conveying story by showing rather than 
telling is another strong, forward-thinking 
aspect of CT. We learn about the characters 


through their actions. Crono’s nerdy sidekick 
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GAME INFO: 


Publisher: 
Squaresoft 
Developer: 
Squaresoft 
Platforms: 
SNES, PS, 
Wii VC, NDS, 
Android, iOS 
Release: 
08.22.95 
Players: 
Single-player 
ESRB Rating: 
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HOW OFTEN DOES A GAME COME ALONG 


Castle Crashers: 

A gauntlet of magic 
and monsters, the 
Fiendlord's Keep 
was a formidable 
fortress, indeed. 


HAT IS REMARKABLE IN ITS GENRE AND 
PIONEERS SO MANY GAMEPLAY TECHNIQUES 
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HAT ARE STILL USED TWO DECADES LATER? 
Bre 


Take It to the Bridge: The Zenan Bridge is yet 
another example of the game's rich history. 


A Familiar Tune: While Chrono Trigger’s story offers many 
twists and turns, it’s no stranger to princess problems. 


RETROSPECTIVE F EAT R E iS 


has a mother who is disabled due to an accident. Lucca has a chance to go back to the event to stop her mother from 


being hurt. In this short time we learn, through Lucca’s actions, that this event made her feel helpless and fueled 
her desire to help others with her intelligence. She never comes right out and says these things, but the events we 


witness bring Lucca’s character into focus. 


The game has a traditional turn-based battle system, but unlike most of its contemporaries, there aren't any 
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random encounters. You can see the enemies and in many cases avoid them. Sometimes, the game gives 

you clues that an enemy is tough, and that you might want to come back later when you're stronger. 

When you do battle, the conflict takes place on the same screen you were just traversing. This 

za keeps the battles quick, and the uniform design language across the game helps keep you feeling 
connected to the action. 


As I'm writing this article I'm in the middle of playing Dark Souls II, which shows a little CT influ- 
ence of its own with its “new game plus” feature. New Game Plus was a new idea in CT that let 
you start over after you beat it but retain all your items and stats. It let you easily replay the game 


\ 


me many different ways to experience the different endings and game paths. This idea has been used 
in countless games since, because it’s always nice to feel like a badass cutting down enemies that 


once gave you so much trouble. 


And though many missed it on its initial run, CT continues to impact new gamers. In 2008, a version 
was rereleased on the Nintendo DS. Many see it as the best overall version because of a more accurate 


translation, animated cutscenes, and smart use of the system's second screen. Unlike other 8- and 16- 


bit remakes, Square Enix mostly left CT alone. Theories regarding this approach abound, but I'd like to 
think the reason for this is that Square got it right the first time. How often does a game come along 
that is remarkable in its genre and pioneers so many gameplay techniques that are still used two 
decades later? With Chrono Trigger Square caught lightning in a bottle...lightning that many 
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DIKAGOON SAGA 
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Sega 


SWAN SONG 

Released in mid-1998, the same year the Sega Saturn 
was discontinued, Panzer Dragoon Saga was loved by 
critics and cherished by fans, and is often seen as the 
Saturn's swan song. 


Developed by Sega's internal studio Team Andromeda, 
it is the third main entry in the Panzer Dragoon series, 
one that took a departure from the series’ trademark 
rail-based shooting. Instead, Team Andromeda created 
a full RPG based in the Panzer Dragoon universe, bring- 
ing the world and characters to life in a whole new way. 


Unfortunately, the game's late-bloomer status mean 
that few fans got the chance to experience this evolu- 
tion, as little more than 30,000 copies shipped in the 
U.S. Over the years, Panzer Dragoon Saga has continued 
to receive acclaim, consistently appearing in top-100 
lists from the media and garnering high scores in retro 


reviews. It’s no wonder many gamers are willing to shel 
out more than $200 for the opportunity to own it. 
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WHY ALL THE LOVE? 

Despite its small print run, Panzer Dragoon Saga cap- 
tured the attention of the RPG community by offer- 
ing one of the most engaging and original adventures 
available at the time. Its fully voiced dialogue, free 
flight through large, open environments, and unri- 
valled sense of freedom were impressive, to say the 


least. Spanning four discs, the game's story is won- 
derfully told through engaging CG cutscenes that 
help bring the world to life. 


TELL ME A TALE 

As the game opens, you're treated to a 20-minute 
CG intro, something that was unusual and impressive 
at the time. Due to the Saturn's limitations, the video 
quality isn’t quite as strong as other RPGs of the day, 
but the content certainly is. 


The Panzer Dragoon franchise takes place in a 
post-apocalyptic world, where bio-engineered mon- 
sters roam freely, and there is an ongoing struggle 


Single-player 


to obtain the technology left by the “Ancients,” an 
advanced civilization destroyed by a massive war. 


On the surface, the game appears to be the classic 
tale of revenge, when protagonist Edge and his cap- 
tain are left for dead in a fight against a rogue seg- 
ment of the Empire led by a man called Craymen. As 
Edge's captain succumbs to his wounds, Edge vows 
vengeance on his attackers and takes off in pursuit. 
But it’s not as simple as that. The plot soon delves 


into the mysteries of the Ancients’ technology and a 


girl named Azel — who Craymen started his rebellion 
to obtain. These added plot points keep you hooked 
as they're slowly revealed throughout the course of 
the game. 


AN ADVENTURE LIKE NO OTHER 

Panzer Dragoon Saga departs from the standard “walk 
around, explore, and fight” routine of most RPGs by 
splitting them into distinct forms of on-foot, flight, 
and battles. 
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Throughout the game, Edge visits small settlements 
and towns on foot, giving you a chance to explore, talk 
to NPCs, buy items, and sometimes find hidden trea- 
sures or unlock secrets. 


As you explore the world, you'll notice hotspots select- 
able via cursor. Depending on what you choose, areas in 
he environment can give Edge additional information 
about items and locations or even allow him to over- 
hear conversations of NPCs, leading to clues that help 


uncover the game's secrets. 


However, the bulk of the Panzer Dragoon Saga experi- 
ence is had on the wings of Edge's dragon. After leav- 
ing a settlement, Edge mounts his steed and takes to 
he skies, exploring some large, open environments. 
These flight segments act as RPG dungeons, albeit with 
he ability to explore in all directions, including up and 


down. You fly around, exploring the world, solving basic 


puzzles, finding items and (potentially) secrets, and en- 
gaging in random battle encounters. 


| CHALLENGE YOU TO A DUET — | MEAN A DUEL! 
To this day, few RPGs have come close to creating the 
unique experience of Panzer Dragoon Saga’'s fight sequences. 


Its battles are dynamic in their presentation and execu- 
tion. Your dragon can freely circle around enemies while 
the terrain whooshes past you, giving the illusion the 
battles take place in full flight. 


Atop his dragon, Edge is capable of moving and at- 
tacking in realtime during combat. A combat gauge 


constantly charges throughout the battle, essentially 
measuring your attack energy. If it's completely de- 
pleted, you'll be left without an offensive option until 
it refills. Effectively maintaining your combat gauge 
is essential to the outcome of a battle, and choosing 
when to use a weaker attack to conserve your gauge 
for a more powerful assault adds to the game's com- 
plexity. 


The enemies work on a similar basis, usually taking 
time to ready their attacks. As you're circling your en- 
emy in flight, a radar depicts areas around the enemy 
that are safe, neutral, or dangerous. This allows you 
to plan attacks and strikes by positioning your dragon 
around the enemy. 


To keep you on your toes, the more advanced enemies 
also move around you. So you could find yourself hap- 
pily behind an enemy in a safe zone and then suddenly 
your enemy swoops behind you, maneuvering them- 
selves into a better attack position. 


This all combines to create an engaging, dynamic battle 
system that knows few rivals — though some might say 
that Skies of Arcadia’s airship battles come close. 


EVOLUTION OF DRAGOONS 

A key element to Panzer Dragoon Saga's gameplay is 
the evolution of your dragon, which reflects both the 
style and success of your combat choices. 


As in most RPGs, you level up by earning experi- 
ence points in battle. You also unlock the ability to 
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“morph” your dragon, skewing its growth toward one 
of five attributes to better suit your style of play. 


You can make your dragon more nimble in combat, 
able to dodge and skip around your enemy like a gi- 
ant hummingbird, or you can make it more powerful, 


tougher yet slower. By favoring a particular attribute 


over others you will unlock specific special attacks 


catered to that style of dragon. 

As you progress and level up, you'll even find new drag- 
on forms to evolve into. Depending on how well/differ- 
ently you play compared to others, you'll likely end up 
with a very different dragon that looks unique with its 
own variety of special attacks and moves. 


LOST TO THE ANCIENTS? 

One of the biggest shames about Panzer Dragoon Saga 
is that it looks like we will never see a rerelease of the 
game. Not only are Saturn titles notoriously hard to 
port, but Sega and the game's director, Yukio Futatsugi, 
have said they lost the original source code for several 
Saturn games, including Panzer Dragoon Saga. 


With so many original assets missing and the series’ 
less-than-stellar name recognition some 15 years later, 
any sort of rerelease, let alone a modernized remake, 
seems unlikely at best. 


That in and of itself makes Panzer Dragoon Saga feel all 
the more special. It’s a game that was unique in 1998 
and, as we will most likely never see it released again, 
will remain that way forever. ia 
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hen you think about the list of features 
that define role-playing games, it's a 
pretty beefy roster: level-based charac- 
ter progression, an emphasis on elaborate stories, 
vast open worlds, skill trees, equipment unlocks... 


the list goes on. 


And while modern games are busy slapping the 
idea of “RPG elements” onto every genre under the 
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sun, the editorial army here at RETRO remembers 
the genre that was busy spawning said elements for 
the better part of the last three decades. 


As such, we thought it would be fun to take a look at 
some of our favorite games from the genre — titles 
that started trends, that started our obsession with 
the genre, or that hit that perfect, elusive sweet 
spot between story and gameplay. 


But rather than deliver yet another “definitive” 
list of the “best RPGs evar,” we've opted to give 
you our personal picks for the ones that tugged 
most at our digital heartstrings. Will you see an 
old favorite amongst the record of revelry? Read 
on, brave adventurer, and see what wonders 
lie beyond the quaint Village of Introductory 
Paragraph! 
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Squaresoft 

Super Nintendo 
Entertainment 

2 System 
; 1993 


Although there were already numerous Final Fantasy and Dragon Quest 
games in America in 1993, the Japanese role-playing game still hadn't 
really caught on. Enter Secret of Mana. The idea of an action-RPG was 
absolutely thrilling: You mean, a game that combines Legend of Zelda 
with Final Fantasy? And you could play it with three players at once! 


My friends liked Secret of Mana; | loved Secret of Mana. Not only 
were the graphics gorgeous and the gameplay a perfect mix of 
action and math, but the music was the most heavenly thing 
I'd ever heard come out of a game console. It didn’t sound like 
videogame music at all. And even though the level progression 
turned out to be totally broken toward the end Cif you wanted to 
raise your magic levels, you pretty much had to spend hours just 
casting spells and running back to the inn to refill your MP), just 


being able to listen to that amazing music while you were grind- 
ing made it all better. 


Looking back, it seems to me that Secret of Mana was the right game 
at the right time to start getting more American kids excited about 
Japanese role-playing games. By blending the familiar top-down 
Zelda-style setup with the allure of leveling up, and doing it all with 
phenomenal presentation (remember getting chills just flying Flam- 
mie over the world in glorious Mode 7°), it gave Squaresoft...well, not 
exactly household-name status, but a rabid cult following. 


| don't really have the time these days to replay RPGs I've already com- 
pleted. But every few years, I'll go through Secret of Mana again. It's one 
of my absolute favorite games, and it holds up every time. 


Beam Software / 
Data East 

Super Nintendo 
Entertainment 
System 

1993 


In Shadowrun | solved my problems by walking into a bar and buy- 
ing someone a drink. | hadn't done that in real life yet, but already 
knew this was awesome. Shadowrun blew me away because | 
didn't blow everyone away. Console games had never before of- 
fered me any solution or strategy beyond slaughter. Even Ninten- 
do's famous plumbers stomp everything to death Cif they don't 
burn ‘em alive), but in this game the real weapon was words. 


The dialogue system was a revelation. You learned new key- 
words by talking to people and used them to get what you 
wanted, like the world’s most heavily armed two-year-old. 
It was the first game I'd played where the writing wasn’t a 


KK 


last-minute excuse for all the insane bulls*** that was already 


happening. It was a real world, and it wasn't even your job to 


save it. Other people didn’t really care about you, but you re- 
ally cared about the ticking time-bomb inside your skull, a 
more powerful motivator than even the most epic prophecy. 


Of course you still kill things, but you're killing things like a giant 
corporate crime-boss dragon with your machinegun, while wear- 
ing shades, underground, because that is the coolest thing you 
could possibly do. You're a cyber-hacker mercenary with a spirit 
dog which can fetch enemies’ life-force. It was every cool thing a 
nerd could imagine. It was solid cybercool in a time you could ac- 


tually say words like that. And to this day, it’s still the only game 
to get film-noir cyberpunk so right. 
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Odds are, most people remember Square's Brave Fencer Musashi as 
“that other disc packed in with the Final Fantasy VII! demo." And really, 
it's hard to blame them — a sequel to the game that brought an en- 
tire generation into the world of console RPGs didn’t have to try very 
hard to overshadow something starring a bizarre, blue-haired samurai. 
Though it’s largely been written off as one of the many frivolities of 


Square's experimental PlayStation years, Musashi provides a compel- 


ling snapshot of a developer confident enough to stray from their most 
trusted brands and deliver something completely unexpected. 


Musashi isn't a traditional RPG; instead, it’s more of an action-y Metroid- 
vania game with RPG elements. And, on that note, Musashi isn’t your 
typical RPG hero, since the totality of his abilities end up numbering 
more than that of most role-playing parties. With one sword he can ab- 


sorb the abilities of enemies, Kirby-style, and then unleash elemental 


BRAVE FENCER 


attacks with his other, larger blade. And Musashi’s world provides just 
as much variety as the character himself, as the central hub of Grillin 
Village contains distinct and colorful villagers who change their sched- 
ules according to the game's day/night system, and offer the protag- 
onist a number of services, from action-figure sales to local gossip. 


Musashi also carries the distinction of being one of Square's notably 


great localizations after the mess that was Final Fantasy “This guy 
are sick” VII. To go along with its boisterous cartoon antics, Square’s 
U.S. team gave this game a Saturday morning cartoon vibe, which 
did a great job of playing up the eccentricities of Musashi’s oddball 
cast. Really, though, it's the little touches that make it so special. 


Consider, for example, the fact that you can age cheese in your 


inventory to make its healing powers more effective. Now ask your- 
self, “Why haven't 


played Brave Fencer Musashi yet?” 


STAR WARS: KNIGHTS OF THE OLD REPUBLIC 


i er - 


Knights of the Old Republic was my first foray into BioWare's brand 
of Western RPGs. As a lukewarm Star Wars fan, the thing that really 
grabbed my attention was that you could explore the galaxy. Explora- 
tion was expanded upon in the Mass Effect series, which | also adore, 
but KOTOR game me a first taste. It was love at first sight. 


Being able to create my own character was big as well. I've always been 
a fan of custom creation options which let me personalize my experi- 
ence. The morality system, which was still considered fresh at the time, 
added a variety of ways to handle social situations. Oft-derided RPG 
dump stat charisma actually played a vital role in how you played, and 
could lead into some of the darkest and most twisted experiences I've 
ever seen ina game. Where else could you convince a Wookiee to sell 
his own people into slavery? 
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Then there's the characters. The Jedi Bastila is voiced by none other than 


FemShep herself, Jennifer Hale. There's also Jolee, a former smuggler 
turned Jedi Padawan. Most notable is the killer robot HK-47, once Darth 
Revan’s personal assassin droid, who likes to call humans “meatbags.” 


Combat may seem standard now but is very satisfying for those who ap- 
preciate the old D&D d20 style of role-playing. Standard blasters, blades, 
and lightsabers are available, and a proficiency at dual-wielding allows for 
some serious damage potential. Force powers also come into play, with 
certain ones exclusive to alignments. The light side offers more healing 
and protection-based abilities while the dark side serves well for straight- 
up damage. The iconic powers like lightning and choke are in there, too. 


The Force was strong with KOTOR. It's a shame we never saw a Bio- 
Ware-developed sequel. At the very least, it did serve as the founda- 
tion for Mass Effect, so that’s definitely something. 


FTL Games 

Atari ST, Amiga, 

Apple IIGS, 

PC, SNES, 

TurboGrafx-CD, 

etc. 

| 1987 


While RPG isn’t my normal game genre of choice, I’ve played a few over 


he years that have captured my attention. Dungeon Master was the first, 
with a simplicity and highly immersive presentation that made it many 


other players’ first trek into a dungeon, too. 


One thing that made Dungeon Master stand apart from other RPGs of its 
era — it was first released on Atari ST in 1987, with versions following 
on Amiga, Apple Ilgs, Super NES, and TurboGrafx-CD, among others 


— was its real-time, first-person perspective. Turning a corner and en- 
countering a mummy, skeleton, or batch of screamers (creepy, green 
mushroom creatures) puts you on the edge of your seat and makes 
you feel the threat you face. Add to that the occasional sound effect — 
the rattling of an old door as it opens, the whoosh of a weapon cutting 
through the air, or a screamer’s shrill shriek — and the fear gets a bit 


more “real.” 


ULTIMA ONLINE 


Richard Garriott’s Ultima Online may not have been the first massive- 


ly multiplayer online RPG, and it certainly wasn't the last. But despite 
eventually being outgunned by the likes of WoW and Elder Scrolls 
Online, UO will always hold a special place in my heart as the first 
MMO that actualized a dream I'd long held as a gamer: the ability 
to be a shameless, soulless dickbag and gleefully call it gameplay. 


Yes, Ultima Online was the first game that truly allowed me to be 
the bad guy. And though it has changed quite a bit since | used to 
torment other adventurers back in 1997, the game's original ruleset 
was a griefer's dream come true. 


Meet fabulous new people on a noble quest! Rob them blind while 
making small talk. Join a guild! Earn enough trust to get your own 
key to the guild hall, then meet up with three of your friends in the 
middle of the night and steal every last dime on your way to earning 
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Dungeon Master also offers fantastic level design with puzzles that are chal- 
lenging but won't hang you up for too long. It's more in the Zelda style, where 
you have basic combat against enemies as temporary obstacles and then need 
to get through another section to find a key to a door that's blocking your prog- 
ress, all the while maintaining your health through resource gathering Cin this 
case, food and water). It's so simple, even an RPG nOOb can enjoy it. 


Though it's been 27 years since the game first came out, the fanbase is still 
strong and wants it to live on. Dungeon Master fans have created a number of 
extensions and remakes, including one that painstakingly decoded the orig- 
inal programming and reproduced it in a modern programming language, so 
it'll run on current PCs and Macs; you can find it with a quick Google search. 
I'm not sure how legal it is from a copyright standpoint, but with publisher/ 
developer FTL Games no longer in existence, the creators will probably be 
appreciative that someone's still enjoying their pioneering work in 2014. 


a shard-wide bounty on your head! Then there’s my own personal 
avorite: Build a cabin in the middle of nowhere and lie in wait for 
hours until some poor schmuck tries to come in and take your stuff, 
hen unleash magical hell on their unsuspecting, loot-happy heads 
and use the money earned from their gear to pay another guild to go 
ill the guys who put a bounty on you! Yeah! 


eedless to say, the modern gaming landscape is filled with far too 
many entitled little infants who need the warm, fuzzy structure of 
he modern MMO, so it may be a while before someone delivers 
something as decadently devolved as UO again. But for a brief mo- 
ment in time, | was able to trick, trap, and trounce more suckers than 
can count on my way to becoming one of the most notorious vil- 
ains I'd ever seen in a videogame, and for that, | will forever consider 
myself in this game's debt. 
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| first jumped into RPGs on the early home computers, so | was per- 
haps the only kid in school who was happy to get the NES version of 
Wizardry: Proving Grounds of the Mad Overlord for Christmas in 1990. 
It might have lacked the colorful overworld and Nintendo Power pro- 
motional machine enjoyed by other NES RPGs, but Wizardry was the 
closest thing on the Nintendo to the roots of RPG videogames. 


Wizardry was tough. It was unforgiving. Your entire party could be 


gone in a moment, taking away hours of level-ups and weapon up- 
grades. Unlike other NES battery-pack games, the NES version of 
Wizardry would auto-save your game after each event. | recall many 
times when | made a mad scramble for the reset button after tele- 
porting my entire party into solid rock. Sometimes | made it, some- 
times | didn't. 


ETRIAN ODYSSEY 


p02 | Way tr 
Oh 


The first RPG | played — really played — was Dragon Warrior, which 
hit the NES at the end of 1989. That means | missed out on a good 10 
years 0 
hat I've always been curious about, but could never really revisit 
due to technical reasons...or simply the fact that really old RPGs are 
some of the most user-unfriendly things ever. 


role-playing games that came before that, formative works 


Enter Atlus’ Etrian Odyssey, which took RPGs back to those roots but 
made it more palatable than, let's be honest, utterly opaque titles like the 
original Wizardry or The Bard's Tale. Etrian Odyssey revisited the first-per- 
son dungeon style of those classics, but wrapped it up not only in good- 
as-the-DS-gets 3D graphics, but also in a much more accessible style. 


Despite its verdant world and anime-inspired character portraits, 
Etrian Odyssey didn't exactly go easy on you. It left you to your own 
devices from the start — before you could do anything, you had to 
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This game also included a feature that remains rather rare in console 
RPGs to this day. Characters in your party could be good, evil, or neu- 
ral, depending on your actions within the game. In an era when Nin- 
endo games always tried to put you into the role of the conquering 
hero, Wizardry gave you the choice to be a total jerk if you wanted to 
be, going after the mystical amulet for your own personal gain rather 
han to be the super shiny good guy who did the right thing. 


Even today, thinking of NES Wizardry brings a smile to my face. To 
me, it is the perfect meshing of both the early computer days and the 


intendo generation, two of my favorite times in videogaming. 
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create a guild from a pile of blank character archetypes. You even 
had to map the dungeon out by hand, marking paths and hazards on 
the DS touch screen. And your reward for all of this effort was usu- 
ally sudden death; not only could random encounters often stomp 
you if you went in unprepared, but deadly minibosses called F.O.E.s 
roamed the labyrinth, posing a visible and very real threat within the 
confines of an already-dangerous dungeon. 


Etrian Odyssey didn't simply give me a taste of a vanished genre 
(while also helping to revive it) — it reminded me of the satisfac- 
tion that comes from facing a daunting challenge and coming out on 
top after repeated failures. It offers the same appeal as Dark Souls, 
though here the heart-stomping difficulty is presented in the form 
of an unrepentantly archaic turn-based dungeon crawler. It's really 
something special, at once retro and modern, and quickly became 
one of my favorite RPGs ever. 


Bullet-Proof 

Software 

NEC PC-8801 

tr 1984 


Squaresoft 
Super Nintendo 
Entertainment 
System 

1991 
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THE BLACK ONYX 


You might recognize Henk Rogers’ name, as he was almost locked up 
behind the lron Curtain when the initial licensing for Tetris became, shall 
we say, complicated. However, he also established Bullet-Proof Software 
(BPS) where he designed The Black Onyx, the first major turn-based 
role-playing game to premiere in Japan. The game was inspired by the 
fantasy tabletop game Dungeons & Dragons, Sir-Tech's Apple || master- 
piece Wizardry, and Tolkien's The Lord of the Rings novels. The Black Onyx 
even beat the mighty Dragon Quest series to market; DQ's developers 
praised the game, and specifically mentioned it as an influence. Hisashi 
Suzuki, who worked for BPS and wrote the manual for The Black Onyx, 
later became president and CEO of Square in 1995, and started the ball 
rolling for the merger with RPG powerhouse Enix. 


The game premiered on NEC's PC-8801 home computer in 1984, but 
was ported to Sega’s SG-1000 console, then Microsoft's MSX, Ninten- 
do’s Famicom, Game Boy Color, and others, including a recent home- 
brew conversion for the ColecoVision. 


The game let you create a team of warriors from scratch or recruit 
friends from the town or enemies felled in battle. The town of Utsuro 
has been cursed with eternal darkness and only a mysterious gem, 
known as the Black Onyx, can restore the sunlight, as well as grant 
the possessor eternal youth and wealth. 


Throughout your adventures, you'd explore dangerous cemeteries, 
underground passages, a labyrinth, and more to gain access to the 
final Black Tower. 


While the story may sound rather dull by today’s standards, it was 
pioneering at the time. It ranked #1 in Japanese sales in 1984 and 
took the number-two spot in 1985, despite being the highest-priced 
game on the market. It’s not much of a stretch to argue that The Black 
Onyx was responsible for Final Fantasy and the entire RPG genre that 
still dominates the Japanese videogame industry. 


FINAL FANTASY II (FF4 JP) 


Seiad ses | 
When Final Fantasy II hit America in 1991, 16-bit RPGs had barely 
begun. | liked the old-school, punishing Phantasy Star I! well enough, 
played the iffy Sword of Vermilion because ownership obligated me, 
and wasn't yet lucky enough to have a TurboGrafx-16. Then one day 
| brought home FF2 for my fancy, not-yet-yellowed SNES, and it pro- 
ceeded to blow my impressionable 12-year-old mind. 


| can't overstate the impact of Uematsu’s phenomenal soundtrack. 
Back then the SNES's SPC-700 sound chip was serious business, and 
FF2 tapped its power to summon beautifully simulated strings, pulsing 
action beats, and a revolutionary (it seemed to me) collection of loca- 
tion- and character-specific themes. When the first cave greeted me 
with the darkly romantic “Into the Darkness” | was awestruck. 


What's more, the gameplay and interface were incredibly streamlined. 
Menus gained user-friendly touches we take for granted today, spells 


4730/4720 
2851/2851 
4940/4940 
3714/3714 
3885/3885 


could target multiple friends or foes, and battles (governed by the new 
Active Time Battle system) breezed snappily by. 


The story was pure melodrama. Death! Betrayal! The power of friend- 
ship! More betrayal! The twists are rote by today’s standards, the lo- 
calization’s shoddy, and the characters are just one-note sketches, but 
| didn't notice all that back then. FF2’s fast-moving plot sank its hooks 
in and never let me go. 


Every time | thought it must be ending the game would astound me 
with its scope. Explored the entire map? You're goin’ underground! 
Think you're done? No, you're going to the freakin’ moon! FF2 felt epic. 
After finishing it | thought | was a fan of RPGs, but | was really a fan of 
FF2. No console RPG ever struck me in quite the same way again, and 
| eventually gave up trying to find one that could. Being 12, it turns out, 
has its advantages. 
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Can Hyper Light Drifter capture the essence 
of a bygone gaming era? Brandon Justice 


Heart Machine 
Heart Machine 


PS4, Xbox One, Wii U, 
PS Vita, PC, Mac, Linux 


When It's Done 


Single-player, 
online co-op 


There’s a healthy debate among gaming enthusiasts as to what exactly makes a game “retro.” Some point to any 
game that predates a particular release date, while others would argue for a period in gaming's early history when 
certain mechanics, characters, and genres were born. But when speaking with Heart Machine's Alex Preston, you 
get the impression that it’s less about either of these notions than it is a strict observance of what makes games 
great: intuitive core mechanics. A natural yet demanding sense of progression. An effortless sense of character 
driven by deliberate, evocative visuals. 


These are the things that made many early games so influential, so im- 
pactful, and so memorable that, even to this day, they are bellwethers 
for their respective genres — and it's something that Preston believes 
we may have lost in the technological rat race that has seduced so- 
called triple-A game makers. As he outlines his vision for the underly- 
ing design DNA of Hyper Light Drifter, he’s quick to point out that many 
of these revolutionary blueprints were drawn up out of necessity, and 
the game's throwback nature is less about being old-school cool than 
it is about recognizing the brilliance fostered by the adversity of early 
game development. 


“| think a limited canvas really pushes you to do great things,” he ex- 
plains. “And since you had such a low resolution and such [major] 
limitations with CPU and memory, power, and all that, you had to 
do the most fun thing you could possibly do within that very limited 
space. | think giving yourself restrictions can make you think outside 
of the box and make you think about, ‘Oh, let me strip this down and 


make it as good as it possibly can be with just these very core com- 


m 


ponents. 


And while we're all aware that not every old-school game manages to 
capture that magic, Preston’s prime example of a company that suc- 
ceeded where many others failed isn’t exactly a surprise. 


“| think a lot of what Nintendo does with their game design is amaz- 
ing,” he says. “It's why so many people rip it off because they know 
what the f*ck they're doing. [Nintendo knows] if somebody's going 
to ‘do this,’ they're probably going to ‘do that’ — and then they're 
probably gonna want to ‘do that.’ They planned it out and iterated and 
refined, and some of their gameplay experiences are immaculate. You 
can't challenge some of that gameplay, which is why they were num- 
ber one for so long with all their first-party titles.” 


But in order to make it all come together, Preston points out that 
there’s an aspect of classic design that is often less celebrated, but no 
less critical to early gaming's success: the idea that the player enjoys 
the satisfaction of rising to a challenge. So, while many modern games 
continue to focus on weaponizing core game mechanics in the form of 
painful, knuckle-dragging tutorials design to bombard the basecamp 
of stupidity with oodles of obvious, Hyper Light Drifter will instead be 
shaped by a crazy idea we somehow lost in the fires of gaming history. 


“For us, we assume that the player's going to be smart,” says Preston. 
“We don't automatically assume that they're going to be idiots. We 
assume that they're going to want to explore the world, that they're 
going to play around with new items that they find, that they're going 
to want to look at every nook and cranny. As players ourselves, that’s 
what we want to do all the time.” 
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COVER STORY 


The arrival of the 3D era 
unquestionably shifted the 
focus of many of the industry's 
top talents, but many wonder 
what might have been if enough 
publishers had stuck with an 
old-school point of view. When 
asked what he felt we missed 
out on as a result of the greater 
industry's incessant obsession 
with polygonal realism, Preston 
counts himself among the 
curious, noting that we could 
have seen some _ amazing 
advancements for animation 
had we stayed the course. 


“The biggest things for 
me was | was getting 
very excited about 2D as 
a kid. It was kind of get- 
ting there with Symphony 
of the Night and some 
other 2D games, like, ‘Oh 
man, it’s gonna look like a 
f*cking cartoon! It's going 
to look amazing! They're 
gonna have like 300 
frames of animation for 
this.’ Street Fighter II] got 
pretty close to that.” 


“That was the peak, and 

it stopped after that be- 
cause, of course, 3D was a lot easier to do as far as 
production and time and energy and all that. It was 
much less costly than doing hundreds of frames of 
CG. So we missed out on that. We missed out on 
the whole super-high-res ‘Where would 2D have 


gone?’ thing.” 


Not that he can rewrite the history books, but he’s 
definitely aware that Hyper Light Drifter and games 
like it have a renewed opportunity to ask that very 
question. 


“It's like a natural regression in a way,” Preston 
muses. “But it's a progression as well, where what 
we can do now that we have the available memo- 
ry and power...In our game we have sh*tloads of 
frames of animation for very simple graphics and | 
love how it looks. It’s great to see this fluidity that 
you would never have seen on a NES.” 
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It's this belief in a player's natural inclination toward explor- 
ing the expanded boundaries provided by natural progres- 
sion that will inform the world of Hyper Light Drifter and, ul- 
timately, set it apart from other action-RPGs obsessed with 
meters, leveling mechanics, and lengthy explanations of 
simple concepts. Much like in Metroid, which didn't throw 
up a flashing neon sign every time a new weapon or ability 
allowed you reach new areas, or Super Mario Bros., which 


didn't need to tell you to bash every little block to uncover 
goodies, Heart Machine believes that if they set it up well 


enough, you'll figure out how to knock it down. 


“We want a streamlined, clear experience,” says Preston. “I 
think a lot of people lose track of how important commu- 
nication is in games, and they fall back on the easy thing, 
which is text, and that can often be cumbersome because 
you're sitting there paging through this entire explanation 


or tutorial or whatever else, rather than just experiencing 
it. | mean, you look at something like Mega Man X, which 
was a perfect tutorial level, that first level, where it gave you 
all the basics and necessities right there, up front, one af- 
ter another, and it did it in such an elegant way. And there 


wasn’t even any text to explain, like, ‘Oh, now you're going 
to charge your Mega Buster, and ‘Oh, now you're going to 
wall-jump,’ and ‘Oh, now you're going to dash over this pit.’ 


“[We want to] present enough information to the player 
to actually make decisions on their own and feel like they 
have ownership over that quest and over those decisions, 
where they're not being hand-held, like so many modern 


games do. But at the same time [we don’t want to] lead 
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hem down a path of darkness where they have no clue 
what the f*ck to do, and have to poke at every little corner 
and die 10,000 times. We want good game design, basical- 
y. We want to give players an experience that feels natural, 
hat feels logical, where you don't have to figure out what 
he programmer was thinking. Where, it's like, you present 


he visual information and you're able to solve the puzzle, 


you're able to solve the quest within the realms of what 
we're giving you, in a way that's not frustrating, not stupid. 
That's good game design.” 


And while you may have your own opinions on the sub- 
ject, the team’s sense of conviction toward these ideals is 
inspirational in its steadfastness. Take the game's approach 
to storytelling. Hyper Light Drifter’s plot isn't dumped on 
you via a series of clumsy lines delivered by amateur voice 
actors. In fact, following the lead of Thatgamecompany’s 
Journey, there won't be any dialogue at all. Nor will you suf- 
fer through a string of painfully didactic tutorials, statistical 
overlays of giant flashing arrows toward your next objec- 
tive because, again, Heart Machine doesn't feel the need to 
spoon-feed their audience, even in terms of the plot. 


"We're going for a textless, purely visual storytelling...no 
text trees, no walls of text to interfere with, none of that 
bullsh*t. You can do everything that you need to do with 
visual storytelling. You don't need to fall back on words. 
It's not to say that | hate words, | love words! | love the 
English language, it’s just that for our purposes, for the 


game's style, for the story that we're telling, the vision is 
pure visual.” 


“WE WANT TO GIVE PLAYERS AN EXPERIENCE THAT 
FEELS NATURAL, THAT FEELS LOGICAL, WHERE 


YOU DO 


To execute against this idea, the team plans to pack the 
world with as much subtle history as possible. Specific 
plot details remain closely guarded to avoid spoiling the 
experience, but we do know that Drifter takes place in a 
universe hauntingly ravaged by an ancient, unexplained 
trauma, the origins of which you will slowly discover as 


you progress further into the game. 


And while its visual style is strong enough for Hyper Light 


Drifter to lean on our inherent draw toward curiosity and 
completion, this same classic sense of gradual, empow- 
ering familiarity is also being used to shape the game's 
combat. 


“Some of the design tenets that | have in there are defi- 
nitely related to old-school shooters with the massive 
amounts of enemies and the lower amount of damage 
that they do, the lower amount of hits,” he says. “| don't 
like bullet sponges. As a design tenet for us, it's a no- 
no. To make the game more challenging, don't make the 
enemy more beefy. Don’t give him more energy. Make 
him tactically more difficult. Make him do things that 
are smarter. Rather than giving him 10,000 hit points, 
you make him smarter. For us, the whole design thesis 
is to just make it as elegant as possible and make it play 
as good as we can.” 


If Preston succeeds in this, you can expect your ability 
to think on your feet to play as large a role as your re- 
flexes, with enemies that promise to test your flexibility 
and creativity in combat. Think creatures with specific 


‘T HAVE TO FIGURE OUT WHAT THE 
PROGRAMMER WAS THINKING." 


LEX PRESTON 


vulnerabilities, or a tendency to dodge or reflect certain 
attack types, or the brains to make use of group tactics 
that require you to slash and dash at a moment's notice. 
It's not exactly Dark Souls, mind you, but Preston does 
warn that Hyper Light Drifter will not be afraid to kick 
your ass. 


“The experience is going to be difficult. The experience 
is going to be very difficult. It's a challenge, but it’s not a 
frustrating challenge. That's not our goal at all. If you play 
something like Spelunky, it's a very difficult game, but it’s 
a very rewarding game, because it's purely skill. | have 
never felt, in Spelunky, like it was cheating me, like it was 
f*cking me over, like the game was doing something in- 
herently to frustrate me. It was always my own fault, and 
that’s the kind of experience we're presenting here. It's 
a throwback to harder games, but with respect to more 
modern mechanics.” 


Some might gasp at Preston's irreverent use of a word 
like “modern” in a game so clearly fueled by nostal- 
gia, but this blending of old and new is precisely what 
makes Hyper Light Drifter so intriguing. It doesn’t give 
a rip about out-open-worlding Skyrim or pummeling the 
pageantry of more recent Final Fantasy titles. Heart Ma- 
chine doesn’t think art and design and the ability to elicit 
emotion are limited by a platform's horsepower, but by 
the imagination and execution of the teams making the 
games. Sounds pretty damned retro to me. aa 


HYPER LIGHT DRIFTER 


WASTELAND 2 


™@ Wasteland 2 has been a post-apoca- | being a rock star that jumps into the audi- 
lyptic world living inside creative director | ence hoping the fans will catch us.” 


e 


Brian Fargo’s head for years. At least parts 
of it have, ever since his Wasteland was | | would have lost interest in the game had 
introduced in 1988 — essentially the first | they abandoned the classic presentation. 
of its kind and a new genre at the time. | | also have to admit to being one of those 
Game publishers insisted no one would | gamers the publishers are ignoring these 
want a game like Wasteland 2, and de- | days, my tastes sometimes tinted by the ™ , 


 GEBEH spite his efforts to convince them other- | lens of nostalgia. But the game feels right, 
Q2.2014 wise, Fargo’s fantasies were forced to stay | and it's clear Fargo has complete and 
There 


uy 


Players: locked inside his imagination. But now | assured control over its design. 
Single-player it's in a public beta form, the first reward | are also significant design advantages 
SRB Rating: to the fans who made it all possible with | to a top-down perspective for the kind 
TBD their personal funding. There is an ele- | of game we want to make, like getting a 


ment of the Wild West being reborn. full tactical view of the environment and F 
“The main game UI system was over- | scoping out squad positions. A first-per- 
hauled a half a dozen times with heavy | son RPG connotes a different style of 


input from our backers until we were all | gameplay based on what it does well, bu 


satisfied,” recalls Fargo. “And even now | in reality we never considered going tha 


we continue to refine it based on sug- | route. | was well aware of what the fans 


gestions. It's quite a different philosophy | of these games were hoping to see here. 
to put out knowingly unfinished com- | Now, if everyone is wearing an Oculus 
ponents to be honed in a public forum. | headset we have a different issue on our 
Showing incomplete work feels a bit like | hands.” 
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It's hard to deny the rift in front of us: 
We are indeed in a dramatically differ- 
ent era of gaming, where perspective 
and sophistication have greatly shifted. 


*) “My decades of living has had a greater 
S| 
wt ' effect on my outlook and perspectives 


oth- 
ing beats real-world experiences to 


on life, style, art, and storytelling. 


" 


help you shape a meaningful universe, 


says Fargo. “I've often thought about 
how different Wasteland 2 would have 
been had | made it in the early ‘90s 


versus today. I’m tuned into so much 


more now and I'm trying to bring my 
experiences and knowledge of the last 
20 years to this game.” 


Players have grown along that same 
path, but Fargo recognizes that his 


artistic intent doesn’t change. “I've 
always made it a point to not write 
down to my audience for style or 
complexity. I’m certain that the aver- 
age age of the person playing RPGs 
in the early ‘90s was younger than 
now, yet | was never concerned that 
they could not follow the story, work 
out tricky situations, or appreciate 
the subtlety. Just treat the audience 


1 


smartly and they'll appreciate it.’ 


Human conflict is about survival, and 
integrity is often put to a crushing 


test. In Wasteland 2, you're controlling 
a squad of Desert Rangers, whose 
mission is to bring law and order to a 
twisted post-apocalyptic world and, 
of course, fight for their own surviv- 
al. “The squad plays out tactically in 
combat, but beyond that you are able 
to have various characters join up to 
help the team. 


The beauty of a party-based RPG 
game is that the world can kill off a 
part of you but the game continues 
on, and you can [fill that] slot with an- 
other NPC later.” As Fargo points out, 
a narrative is an expanding dialogue, 
and in a game like this, dealing with 


the consequences of player choice is 
nebulous, and the gameplay polish is 
a more clearly textured stone. “The 


story is a more open-ended conve 
sation, and | want to make sure the 


right mood and temperament is set. 
And we are trying to take narrative 
sandboxing to a new level, which 
has us making pass after pass on the 
same areas.” 


A little bravado goes a long way 
when you're no longer ruled by the 


rigidity of a publisher's control. For 
every good end-of-day tale there is 
always a new beginning. jaa 
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on the Fly 


“I think one 
of what we 


of the more interesting aspects 
are doing is taking a beta ap- 


proach to a game with a heavy narrative ap- 


proach,” says Fargo. “Most games that use 


this are mo 


e multiplayer focused or light on 


story. We are making pretty big changes to 


the reactiv 


y based on watching gameplay. 


For example, with the current version of the 


game you 
early on to 
Center. At 
either while 


espond to an urgent radio call 
save either Highpool or the Ag 
hat point the player can choose 
he other gets destroyed (which 


the player will get to experience over the ra- 


dio). Once 


chose, it opened up the ability to place the 


repeater uni 


signals. However, this was not fully realistic, 


as the playe 


he player saves the area they 


s and home in on the L.A. radio 


could wander off in the desert 


and at that point logical 
fall. Our next update wil 
act thing to happen. If 
off then both areas will 
series of new quests th 
to place the repeater un 


y both areas would 


| allow just that ex- 


he players wander 
fall, but there are a 
at make it possible 


it in a different area. 


This is completely new and a good example 


of the kind of reactive changes we will con- 


tinue to make through the beta cycle.” 


YOU ARE NOT THE HERO 


You Are 
Not the 
Hero...... 


This ones for all the 
bystanders who 
hated the hero. 


No one ever said being a hero isn't a little messy. Sometimes you're out there 
braving the treacherous wilderness, on the edge of starvation, barely surviving 
repeated monster attacks, mustering an impossible inner strength to avert the 
end of the world. A hero is allowed to justify collateral damage every now and 
again, because in the war against pure evil, you've gotta make hard choices. If 
circumstance compels you to enter the homes of innocent villagers and pillage 
their paltry savings just to get yourself enough gold and meat to make it to the 
next village, then that is the price of (role-playing) victory. 


It's a good thing we can lambast the absurdities in a lot of our favorite games, 
especially the strange behavior of the “heroes,” and still enjoy the heck out 
of the experience. “There's a reason we all love the RPGs of the past, and | 
don't want to stray too far from that magic,” explains Donn Manaalili, the 
creator of You Are Not the Hero, an action-RPG that isn’t too fond of the 
typical hero, and chooses to put the glory in the hands of a general 
nobody named Petula. “I'd say this game is not so much a response, 

but an addition to the clichés of modern gaming. I'm not here to make 

a parody RPG, but one where the storyline doesn’t revolve around 

the most obvious sequences of an event. If this game were ‘You Are 

Not a Soldier in Battlefield’ then you'd probably be playing as the guy 

who fell asleep in his office as the building began to collapse... don’t 

want You Are Not the Hero to be a satirical take on an RPG, but a rarely touched 


viewpoint that people want to discover and examine.” 


At the start of the adventure, you really are simply a bystander trying to mind 
her own business. The war that has just started is still a faint rumor in your 
village. The heroes’ entrance becomes a local nuisance, and you honestly 
believe that it’s their fault that your world has been turned upside down. Petula 
isn't exactly even-tempered, she’s quick to react and very hot-headed. “Perhaps 
you find yourself ahead of the heroes for once, and you come upon the control 
room of a labyrinthine complex the heroes are currently traversing,” explains 
Manalili. “Would you intentionally impede their path if they still had your 
cherished necklace?” 


One of the game's inciting incidents begins with the heroes ransacking Petula’s 
home and essentially stealing her necklace, as heroes so readily love to do. 
“What if you found yourself in a situation where the heroes asked for your 
help?” asks Manalili. “Suddenly, you're not the person who has the 
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Publisher: 
ToMorning 
Productions 
Developer: 
ToMorning 
Productions 
Platforms: 
PC,.Mac, Linux 
Release: 
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Players: 
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“| DON'T WANT YOU ARE 
NOT THE HERO TO BE 

A SATIRICAL TAKE ON 

AN RPG, BUT A RARELY 
TOUCHED VIEWPOINT 
THAT PEOPLE WANT TO 
DISCOVER AND EXAMINE." 
— DONN MANALILI 


YOU ARE NOT THE HERO 


RETROACTIVE 


E bled F 
I can't believe this happened. Why would they attack our village out of 
nowhere? | bet those ignorant bastards who robbed me earlier led them 


here. | 


to lose, but the most to gain through sabotage and 
betrayal. Will you be that person people love to hate? 
There's so many possibilities to being a supporting 
character, and it's very exciting for us to try and tackle.” 


| ask Manalili if I'm making a fair observation, that 
the life in the game comes from what was previously 
existing in the shadows—reflections of you and |, 
everyday bystanders who still have plenty of things 
they need to conquer. He's not trying to turn the genre 
inside-out, but “explore the life behind the locked 
doors of a village that the heroes have passed through. 
One of my favorite games of all time is Lost Odyssey. 
The short stories in its ‘Thousand Years of Dreams’ 
had such a huge impact on me. This type of gameplay 
allows us to explore the lives touched by the heroes in 


both a positive and negative way.” 


As a lifelong fan of RPGs, especially Final Fantasy IX 
(which even then got under Manalili’s skin, when the 
heroes robbed a grandma of her life savings), it's the 
narrative and world design I’m most interested in 
exploring. Combat is obviously a part of the journey, 
but You Are Not the Hero is adhering to certain 
limitations. “No weapons and no straight-up button- 
mashing to kill," explains Manalili. “Instead we have to 
figure out how a person without combat experience 
can subdue an enemy or cross an obstacle. It’s actually 
quite challenging when you can't just kill whoever's in 
your way. | have much more respect for the Zelda series 
now that I've had a taste of this type of development.” 


Gameplay revolves around platforming, discovery, and 
environmental interaction. When you're trying to get 
from story point A to story point B, you won't be hit 
with random encounters, but perhaps you'll need to 
figure out how to cross a broken bridge and get past an 
army patrol. “You may have to find extra planks to make 
the bridge crossable, or find another path altogether,” 
says Manalili. “For the patrol, you may need to figure 
out their patrol pattern or find a way to distract them 
so you can pass by. Apart from that, there'll be other 
systems in place, such as running a shop of your own 
or helping other people with their problems. Your 
interactions with other people or groups of people may 
affect how the rest of the game plays.” Jaa 


@ 
ff 
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Leon | 


| was about to flip it, this is why | walkin front, so | can do everything 
first, 


A : D 
“pie” (8) | 


Part of the beauty of an independent 
development process is that often one 
person's vision gets to run free; there's 
no committee of naysayers halting the 

momentum. Manalili is both writing 

the story and crafting the levels. He 
jokes, “I'm most likely shooting myself 
in the foot here when I say I want the 
player to feel that the world is alive... 
it'll be difficult to get the amount of 
interactivity that I want.” The greatest 
ambitions are never satisfied. 
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Welcome to a galaxy where knows your name. 


by James D. Bacon 


You are Alyssa L’Salle, super space-age spy extraordi- “Taking inspiration from Suikoden and Chrono Trigger, we want the game to have a 
Zeboyd Games naire, and all-around-excellent agent for the intergalactic focus on fun and interesting characters,” says Stiernberg. “But unlike Chrono Trigger, 
government. There is no sector too seedy, no quadrant — which focuses on time travel as its core plot vehicle, we want to tell a story that 
Zeboyd Games too quagmired that your brand of hard-knocks justice focuses more on espionage and conspiracy, which are pretty fun themes in a sci-fi 
won't straighten it out in a hurry. You have undertaken —_ universe.” 
PS4, Vita, PC,Mac — hundreds of missions, saving millions of citizens’ lives. 
You track down clues, and follow your intuitions...right | Some of the gameplay mechanics were directly inspired as well. “Having battles 


TBD into a dark plot implicating the very government you _ take place on-map is something Chrono Trigger did well," explains Stiernberg, “but 
work for in some seriously shady goings-on. And they've __ it’s also something we've been wanting to do with our games for a long time. A lot 


Single-player somehow become aware of your recent involvement... of inspiration from past games comes from mechanics, and the way the games are 
constructed, rather than story.” 
TBD So, they decide the best way to pull your plug is to out you 


as their top secret agent. Understandably, the intergalac- | While we can’t fault them for extending some love to Crono and company, Zeboyd's 
tic community goes bonkers once the announcement roots have led them to lean on another classic, Sega’s Phantasy Star series. Accord- 
is made. Not only do they know who you are, but they __ ing to fellow co-owner Robert Boyd, “One subtle way we're taking inspiration there 


know what you've done for them. Everyone treats you __ is through our use of enemy types. In Phantasy Star II, there were a number of abili- 


like a rockstar. Your celebrity knows no bounds! Did! say __ ties that only worked on either mechanical enemies or living creatures. We're doing 
everyone? Well, everyone except all of the super space = something similar in that we have three main enemy types — organic, robotic, and 
villains who would jump at the chance to exterminate — spectral — and certain abilities work better on certain types.” 


you. Tough break. 


Some of the game's features include a classic turn-based battle system; animated 


Cosmic Star Heroine is the newest Kickstarter-fund- cutscenes reminiscent of the Turbo Duo era (!); multiple-character combo attacks; 
ed RPG by Zeboyd Games (Penny Arcade: On the and your very own super-secret spy headquarters, where you can interact with all of 
Rainslick Precipice of Darkness, Cthulhu Saves the the names and faces you've collected to help you right the wrongs of the universe. 


World), Zeboyd is once again aiming for an old- 


school focus, and as developer and co-owner Bill __ It's an intriguing mix, and while the Kickstarter campaign has ended, so you can no 
Stiernberg explains, they'll be taking cues from fa- longer contribute, if you hit the game's official website you can preorder at several 
miliar adventures from gaming's past. levels, each with its own pack of delicious bonuses. jam 
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Edessot, please, could you 
stop stuffing your face? 


Fanboys, forums, and the dawn of a difficult dream. >> 


by Brandon Justice 


Publisher: 
Watermelon Co. 
Developer: 
Watermelon Co. 
Platforms: 
Dreamcast, PS3, 
Xbox 360, PS4, Xbox 
One, Wii U, PC, Mac, 
Linux, Android, Ouya 
Release: 

Q2.2014 

Players: 
Single-player 

ESRB Rating: 


pier(Celar 


We all have that moment when something about 
our favorite genre just clicked. When we realize that 
we're hooked and, more importantly, what it was that 
hooked us. For Watermelon Co’s Tulio Adriano Cardoso 
Goncalves, it all began with a franchise familiar to many. 


“| was first introduced to RPGs when | played Phantasy 
Star for the Master System when | was 12 years old,” he 
explains. “Since then, RPGs have been a big deal for me 
and my favorite genre without any doubts.” 


So what is it about role-playing games that draws players 
like Goncalves in? As he tells it, it all comes down to one 
thing: storytelling. 


“| think that the main thing about RPGs, and JRPGs espe- 
cially, is that it’s not just about the quest, the storytelling 
is done in a way that it makes you connect to the char- 
acters on a deep level. You laugh with them, you suffer 
with them, you want to defend their ideals as if you were 
a part of the team. No wonder it's called role playing. They 
always focus on friendship, on doing the right thing, pro- 
tecting your loved ones and the world as a whole, the fact 
that there's always an underlying positive moral message 
is what makes them the most special genre.” 


Gongalves and the team at Watermelon took this con- 
nection so seriously that it led to the passion project we 
would come to know as Pier Solar and the Great Architects, 
where a group of like-minded volunteers joined forces to 
build a 16-bit RPG worthy of the genre they so loved. 


“It began as a hobby, with big ambitions of making a com- 
mercial-grade game — even though it wasn’t meant to 


be commercial at the beginning. We were eight years younger then and had a lot 
more free time to focus all the extra energy into learning and making it happen. 
During the project there were hard moments, such as many people leaving the 
team. That is a drawback of working with volunteers; a lot of people come for the 
glory of working on a project for their favorite system but when faced with the 
work and the time it consumes to do it, most leave. And each time someone does, 
it takes a while to recover from it until we either find a replacement or we end up 
doing the tasks ourselves.” 


It was a tough road, and after the game shipped for Sega Genesis and Sega 
CD, the team took time to recover and look back at some of the sacrifices 
they’d made during development, realizing what could have been with just a 
few more resources. 


After leveraging Kickstarter to raise over $230,000, the team finally has an opportu- 
nity to deliver an uncompromised edition of their critically acclaimed opus, and this 
time, they're pulling out all the stops. Currently slated for no less than 11 different 
platforms, this simple game that got its start on Sega fansite Eidolon’s Inn finally 
seems poised to reach the masses in style. 


“PSHD allowed us to display everything in more detail which makes the game much 
richer,” says Goncalves. “But | think the best gain was to be able to expand it into 
the director's cut, which includes many parts of the game that were removed from 
the original release due to space constraints: better graphics, a longer story, new 
sidequests, new minigames, new music, and even [the elimination of] a few loose 
ends. I’m very happy with it.” 


Considering all the difficulties that preceded this formidable fan project making its 
way to market, it’s hard to imagine looking back on the journey and being pleased. 
But, then again, when your party is made up of countless volunteers, incredibly pa- 
tient fans, and a core team that refused to give up despite incredible odds, we sup- 
pose it makes sense. 


Goncalves loves a good story, after all. He might as well live one, too. Ja 
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A well-aged adventure gets a facelift.>> 


by Brandon Justice 


Publisher: 
Zojoi LLC 
Developer: 
Reverb 
Platforms: 
PC, Mac, 
Android, iOS 
Release: 
TBD.2014 
Players: 
Single-player 
ESRB Rating: 
TBD 


The Druid's words still ring in your ears: “Within the Castle 
Shadowgate lies your quest.” 


A simple enough introduction, but these sparse words 
helped launch the gaming community's obsession with 
disrupting the Warlock Lord's evil plot to use his arcane 
powers to upend the land of Kal Zathynn. And now, af- 
ter nearly 15 years in digital slumber, the dark door to one 
of early adventure gaming's most treacherous journeys 
has been reopened by none other than Zojoi LLC’s David 
Marsh and Karl Roelofs, the duo who started it all. 


So why now? 


"We have always loved Shadowgate and have ported the 
game nearly 10 times between '87 and ‘00,’ explains Ro- 
elofs, the project's design director. “Over the years, Dave 
and | continued to talk about revisiting it — especially 
since we had so many sequels designed over the years. 
Things finally clicked when we saw a resurgence of ret- 
ro gaming, as well as pseudo point-and-click adventures 
showing up in the iOS and Android stores. | guess these 
hings were the catalysts — that and the emails from 
people who reminded us how much they loved the NES 
version and how the Grim Reaper scared the crap out of 


\" 


hem 


But rather than deliver a fancy-schmancy sequel, the 
eam's opting to take a slightly different approach. No, 
his new Shadowgate won't be the next entry in the story, 
but it won't be a rezzed-up port, either. Instead it's being 
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officially labeled a “reimagining” of the original, featuring a host of familiar locations, 
puzzles, and characters, but with some new additions as well. 


“Dave and | talked a lot about it and realized that we were now in a position to make 
he game the way we always wanted — without the restrictions of a floppy disk or car- 
ridge. We also wanted to change the puzzles that haven't held up well over the years. 
We felt enough time had passed that we could both reimagine and pay homage to 
he franchise by developing a game that was both for the retro gamer and for the next 
generation of gamers. This way we could feature familiar themes with both existing 
and new locations and build a much larger story that would lay the foundation for the 
planned sequels. So, we actually have the next few Shadowgate games sketched out 
into a larger, growing story arc.” 


So how will it all come together? Well, according to the dev team, the key will be strik- 
ing a delicate balance between the old and the new. “The biggest challenge is making 
a game that pays homage to the original by including locations and puzzles that fans 
ove while adding new stuff that players feel is worthy of their memories,” says Roelofs. 
“We don't want to put out a version that looks like a retro game running on a jacked-up 
PC. Instead, we are trying to strike the right balance between a familiar Ul and new 


op-notch graphics, music, and design.” 


The results thus far have us intrigued, to say the least. As you can see from the screens 
hat adorn this page, artist Chris Cold’s vision of the world leaves an immediate im- 
pression while channeling the spirit of the original. Combine this with new cutscenes 
oO punctuate the plot, gameplay additions like a spellbook and in-game map, and a 

ES-inspired soundtrack from composer Rich Douglas, and it's hard not to get excited 
about the franchise's future. 


Only time will tell if Zojoi can bring it all together in a way that resonates with longtime 
fans and newly introduced gamers, but considering their track record and their love 
for the world itself, I'm pretty sure this new adventure will be worth taking either way. mt 
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This aint your mama's RPG. >> 


After the “Big White Flash,” the women in Lisa's world all 
disappeared. It’s an utter mystery. As the player, you are 
no less clueless than the inhabitants around you, and as 
you strike out on your role-playing journey, finding answers 
to any question is going to be a bit more tragic than you're 
used to. 


“Lisa can be a heartless hellhole at times,” says creator 
Austin Jorgensen. “Make no mistake: If you think you'll be 


rewarded for being a sweetheart, think again.” 


Food is scarce, people are cruel, smut magazines serve 
as a form of currency. In an area called Garbage Island, 
shopping cart races are your best bet for respect and 
resources. And when push comes to shove, characters can 
be sacrificed in a game of Russian roulette. 


f you do something perceptively good — and in Lisa's 
world, “good” is all relative — there's a risk of losing 
character strength. “I want to actively push you away from 


rying to be the ‘good guy,” explains Jorgensen. “Nice 


Jorgensen is painting Lisa with 


an extremely cynical brush, but he claims there 


will be a balance in place. Laughter, as he says, can be the best medicine, but 


a cruel reali 
to find out that 99% of the 


be more ruthless. History's told 


regardless of how many people 


shy person my whole life; only 
found that taking 


more, have 


y is being established and you'll be forced to contend. “ 


‘ve come 


ime, if you want to get ahead in life, you need to 


this tale for centuries; it's not new information 
deny this type of mindset. I've been a timid and 


recently now that I’m older and have gotten out 


hings for myself and having self confidence has 


greatly improved my quality of 
not sure, it’s something that'll 
deplorable nature of the world 
pay to be giving.” 


ife. How this affects the people around me? I’m 
be explored in Lisa, especially considering the 
in Lisa, you'll really find out fast that it doesn’t 


If this sounds cruel, perhaps it's a certain truth acting as an allegory for our 


guys finish last, right? Also, af 


‘ve learned that people tend 
choice in games. You want the 


er doing a lot of research, 
o always make the ‘right’ 
best gear or the best party 


members or the ‘good’ ending, right? So knowing this | 


can really screw you over and 
to make you step back and th 


rick you. | want to do that 
ink, but more importantly 


because | think it's super funny 


oO mess with people.” 


modern times. It's a game in the end, with rules and consequences. Player choice 
is dialed up to be hard on you. “| feel like good entertainment is starting to move 
away from the good guy vs. bad guy model. People don’t care about good or bad, 
we care about interesting. | don't like being forced to care about something or 
someone, |'ll care if they strike my interest. The game shouldn't revolve around 
the characters, it should revolve around the player. | want you to be you in this 
game, not a caricature of what someone else wants you to be.” a 
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SUMMARY 

Stick of Truth is a solid RPG, 
but an even better South 
Park game. 


The story behind South Park: The Stick of Truth is about as in- 
teresting as the game itself. Here were the show's creators, 


Trey Parker and Matt Stone, sick to death of all the lame game 


adaptations previously inflicted on their series. After all, a 


crappy minigame collection (Chef's Luv Shack) and a horrible : ; ; ek ; 
: Speaking of which, the presentation is phenomenal, straight 
racer (South Park Rally) do not a good legacy make. So, they : ; 
. , ae : : out of the TV show. It’s really great to run through the city as 
opted to make their own, alongside Obsidian Entertainment, : ; ‘ ; : 

: ; ; : you please and deal with a variety of folks, whether it’s kick- 
only to find their March 5, 2013 release date derailed by the : | ee ; 
: : : ; ; : ; : ing the local officer just for fun or watching Tweek freak out 
demise of its publisher, THQ. Ubisoft wisely picked it up and : , - ; : ; 
: because, well, he’s Tweek. Obsidian did amazing work repli- 


saw it through to release, and now it's here. 


In The Stick of Truth, you portray a new kid who picks from one 


of four classes (go for Jew!) and joins up with various charac- i : . 

: : : Parker and Stone provide hours of voice work, and really de- 

ters from the show on a quest for the holy Stick, which sup- : i 
: liver on 

posedly grants the power of the universe to whomever wields : - 
2 are ri 

it. Never mind that it casually gets stolen during a raid and : = 

: : also spot-on, and the sound effects — them farts! — are rau- 
doesn’t get used right away, or that the worst penalty some- : ; . ; 
: cous and enjoyable. The music is also taken straight from the 


one gets for losing it is being cussed out and sent home. 


As you proceed on your journey, new members will join your : . ; 
: : ae ’ : South Park: The Stick of Truth will only take you a dozen hours 
party, each with special class abilities that will aid you in bat- : ; : ; 
; a ; : : to complete, but every moment is worth savoring, especially 
tles with others, whether it’s devoted kids with cross-range : . : ; 
: : : : if you're a fan of the show. If not, you're likely to run into a 
weapons or a random hobo who's annoyed by your intrusion : ; ; : 
; . : : bunch of discomfort and confusion — who's Mr. Hankey, you 
into his tiny crawlspace. The absurd battles are light on strat- : ; ; . ; 
: Sue : might ask — and should stick with a traditional RPG instead. 
egy but big on laughs. Try getting into a mega-fart battle and : : 
: But then, the game wasn’t made for you guys. 


see how well you hold up. 


Obsidian, no stranger 


or filled with wonder, i 


to ruin one of the craziest moments in the game. 


That said, more diversity in the classes would've been nice, as 
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just to see what insane 
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each has fewer exclusive abilities than | would've liked. Even 
so, the personality each fight exudes — mainly because of 
who you fight — is really something. You'll want to keep going 


urn Parker and Stone take next. 


cating the series’ animation style, and the 2D backdrops look 


great, although sometimes navigation can be problematic. 


heir lines, curses intact and with plenty of jokes that 


up Cartman's alley. The secondary voice acting is 


: show, guitar strums and all. 


, ; : The Stick of Truth is easily the most authentic and playable 

0 quality RPGs, has done a good job : . ; : 

; , ; : South Park game to date, and will feel like a true experience 

with the game's battle system. Though not over-complicated : ; P 
' . _ + to fans of the show and the feature-length film. It doesn’t 

provides a serviceable range of abili- : . a, : 

. : . : hold back, and its many hilarious, controversial moments 

ties and special attacks. At one point, for example, Mr. Slave : ; j 

_ : more than make up for the lack of alternatives in the South 

pulls off one mother of an attack — to spoil it here would be : : . , ; 

: Park gaming universe. If you're a fan, there's no reason you 


: should be without this. If you aren't, hey, you should become 
: one, hippie! Rf 


PROS/CONS 


@ Presentation 


OVERVIEW 


Forget those other 

South Park screw- 

ups — The Stick of 
Truth is the true 


experience for fans, 


even those who 


don't normally play 


RPGs. Respect its 
authoritah! 


copies the TV 
show perfectly 


© Plenty of great 


character 
appearances 
and situations 


@ Good RPG 


system is easy 
to learn, fun to 
play 


Briefer than 
most RPGs 


Very few 
differences 
between 
classes 


Fart battles 
would 
probably be 
untenable in 
real life 
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T 
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REVIEWS 


BRAVELY DEFAULT... 


SQUARE GETS ITS JRPG GROOVE BACK. 


t's no secret that many gamers have grown JF of the JRPG for- 
mula and that Final Fantasy creator Square Enix has shouldered a 
air amount of the blame. Luckily, fans bemoaning the lack of a new, 
genre-defining entry in that classic series finally (no pun intended) 
have a new challenger to take them back to the genre's glory days in 
Bravely Default. 


Using their previous successes and failures as a guide, Square Enix has 
crafted a refreshing JRPG experience which incorporates new game- 
play mechanics and refines some of the genre's key staples. 


From the jump, it's clear that Bravely Default's battle system is the 
game's greatest strength. A strategic take on traditional turn-based 
battles, it lets you employ a lot more strategy by choosing to “brave” or 
“default” instead of attacking or using an item. “Brave” allows a char- 
acter to perform an additional action that turn, while “default” puts 
them into a defensive state and banks a brave point for later — you can 
unleash up to four actions in one turn. 

This system keeps combat continually fresh. For instance, if you brave 
too much and run out of points that character will be rendered de- 
fenseless until their brave points regenerate. Enemies employ this 
system too, so they may default while you're trying to unleash a dev- 


astating combo, cutting your attack off at the knees. Or if your party 


is already on the ropes they may choose to brave and wipe you out. 


The combat's further enhanced by 24 different jobs characters can 
master. Each job comes with unique abilities which unlock over time, 
and any character can have any job. 


The emphasis on a compelling battle system is important, because 
you're going to be doing it a lot. The game requires a fairly significant 
amount of level-grinding, but BD mercifully allows you to speed up bat- 
tle animations by up to four times, and set the random encounter rate 


between double and nil. Both features are welcome concessions to the 
needs of today's busy, time-conscious players. 


Another compelling feature of Bravely Default is Tiz's town of Norende. 


Destroyed in the opening cutscene, you can rebuild it by StreetPass 
ing with other Bravely Default players and recruiting them as workers. 


Rebuilding its retail establishments will allow you to gain access to 
weapons and armor that are far more powerful than those you'll find 
in other shops, and more importantly allow you to buy higher-tiered 
healing items. Rebuilding Norende takes a set amount of real time de- 
pending on how many workers you allocate to a given location and 
gives you a compelling reason to keep your 3DS on and with you at 
all times, making this my favorite StreetPass implementation to date. 


Although many parts of the game come together well, Bravely Default 
stumbles in the areas where it sticks to the standard JRPG script. The 
main story isn’t very compelling, and the four main characters are among 
the least interesting in the game. Each is cast in a trope-filled mold: Tiz, 


the man who lost his village, Agnes, a woman of devout faith, Ringabel, 
an ever-persistent pervert, and Edea, a woman questioning everything 
she’s been taught. Ancillary characters who appear during sidequests 
steal the show, but only for those who take the time to find them. 


More unfortunate is that the pacing of the game changes from moder- 


ate to an absolute crawl as it sends you through multiple identical cycles. 
While they're meant to create tension and work toward the end of a com- 


plex story arc, you'll probably draw the correct conclusion earlier than the 
game expects, and spend the last few hours slogging to the end. 


While not perfect, Bravely Default is most certainly worth your time 
for what it brings to the table as aJRPG and a 3DS game. It seems as 
though the departure from the shackles of the Final Fantasy name left 
Square Enix more inclined to take risks, and despite some room for 
improvement, that paid off in spades. }RR 


RETROGRADE 


OVERVIEW 


If you're a 3DS 


owner craving a 
deep JRPG with 
a great battle 
system look no 
further than 
Bravely Default. 


PROS/CONS 


@ Engaging 
battle system 


@ Excellent 
use of 3DS 
StreetPass 


© Beautiful 
hand-drawn 
backdrops 


© Flat characters 


© Unimaginative 
story 


© Uneven pacing 
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SATURDAY, 
MORNING 


APG 


THE ONLY THING MISSING IS CEREAL ADS. “etiot Hillis 
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PC, Mac, Linux, 
Android, iOS 
RELEASE: 
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NA 
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What do you get when you take a JRPG and combine it with 1980s Ameri- 
cana? The answer is Saturday Morning RPG. If you grew up playing Final Fantasy 
and watching Saturday-morning cartoons, this game is aimed squarely at you. 


Developed by Mighty Rabbit Studios, Saturday Morning RPG tells a story 
about an average teenager named Marty and his quest to defeat the evil 
Commander Hood. Early in the game, Marty is given a magical notebook 
that allows him to turn everyday household items into weapons. With this 


power, Marty battles Commander Hood and his minions across four differ- 
ent stories (episodes), each with its own arc. 


SMRPG's greatest strength is the aesthetic. Retro-style graphics with a 
synth-driven musical score help establish the world of Gaia. The charac- 
ters, spoofed from familiar ‘80s toys/movies, are wonderfully realized and 
often hilarious to chat with. | found myself talking to every NPC just to see 
what they had to say. 


SMRPG's gameplay is astonishingly simple. Navigation is easy as arrows direct 
you toward each quest or sidequest. There are very few puzzles, and sidequests 
can be completed with relative ease. While casual gamers will be pleased with 
this simple approach, JRPG purists may find its exploration lacking in depth. 
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WIGH SNING RETURNS 


an NAL 
MAYBE SHE SHOULD HAVE JUST STAYED AWAY.»Robert Workman 
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Square Enix 


DEVELOPER: 
Square Enix 
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PS3, Xbox 360 


RELEASE: 
02.11.14 
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Single-player 
ESRB: 

T 
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So here we are — the final chapter in the Final Fantasy XIII saga...wait a 
minute. Wasn't Final Fantasy XIII supposed to be a single game? But then 
again, you know how Square Enix rolls — there's a story to tell here, right? 
Final Fantasy XIII alone couldn't do it, nor could Final Fantasy XIII-2, so here's 
he final chapter. Look, they brought back Lightning. That should be worth 
something, right? 


ope. Square could've easily taken a more appropriate, interesting direc- 
ion with this game — action, straight role-playing, even Xenogears-type 
strategy for something different — but instead we get a game that piles on 


a bunch of miniquests in which you have to help out drab, useless NPCs for 
ittle or no reward. This isn't how it was supposed to end. 


n Lightning Returns: Final Fantasy XIII, the warrior finds herself teaming up 
with Hope to rescue noteworthy souls from a world that’s going to end in 
around six days. But instead of actually fighting to keep it alive or going 
after noteworthy people, you're just sent on a series of banal quests, most 


of which don't make a lick of sense. 


If there was some kind of reward for her efforts in completing 
these missions — or even the opportunity for her to learn what the 
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Combat is turn-based but incorporates various timing and boosting me- 
chanics to make things interesting. Before battle begins you can buff your 
character by “scratching” stickers, with each conferring a particular statis- 
tical power-up. Once combat begins, well-timed attacks and blocks boost 
your offensive/defensive effectiveness. Unfortunately, many of Marty's 
stronger attacks require a great deal of button-mashing. After my 20th con- 
secutive battle, | felt like I'd practically rubbed off my thumbprints. 


SMRPG also suffers in its replay value. A total of 4-5 hours in length, all 


four of the game's episodes can be easily completed in a single afternoon. 
It does offer endless combat and arena modes for those looking to extend 


their play time, but | didn’t find the combat satisfying enough to keep me 
coming back. Ultimately, the game's strength is in its characters, but after 


a single playthrough the novelty wore off. 


Lack of depth and replay value aside, Saturday Morning RPG is still a bargain 
at $6.99. 
a healthy dose of ‘80s nostalgia, look no further. mm 


f you're looking for a casual RPG with a good sense of humor and 


is — Lightning Returns would be better off. Alas, that 


“master plan” 
doesn't happen. 

f one element of the series remains intact, it’s the battle gameplay, where 
you can switch between different costumes to use special abilities to hurt 
or “stagger” an opponent for extra damage. However, the fights aren't real- 
y that difficult until later on, and until then you're just running through the 
motions of tapping and switching. The party system is nowhere to speak 


of, and the segments between, where you have to actively avoid encoun- 


ers to save precious time on the clock, are average at best. 
Lightning Returns: Final Fantasy XIII could've been a rock-em, sock-em con- 
clusion to Square's convoluted Fabula Nova Crystallis concept, but instead 
it's just a tiring, unrewarding waste. Fans may be interested to see what 
Lightning does next, but as for the rest of us, there's better role-playing 
territory to cover. This Lightning simply does not strike thrice. pf 
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A SHOOTIN, LOOTIN' GOOD TIME. Robert Workman 


A while ago | played a game called Basement Crawl, a modern-day take 
on the Bomberman theme with nightmarish characters and a somewhat 
iffy setup. The game failed to connect with me as far as its theme was 
concerned, and, even worse, it was completely broken online, and the 
ocal multiplayer did nothing to disabuse me of the notion that it sucked. 
After wading through that mess | needed a multiplayer experience that 


could redeem the whole concept of playing with others. Thankfully, | 


ound it with TowerFall Ascension. 


Built like an 8-bit game but with a few modern themes in mind, Ascen- 
sion is easily one of the greatest multiplayer experiences you'll find on 
he PlayStation 4 — even with its lack of online play. Your job is to fight 
your way through a number of enclosed arenas, scrambling for arrows 
o fire at your adversaries while staying alive as long as you can. Think of 
it as an 8-bit Super Smash Bros., but with archery. 


ultiplayer becomes frenetic over the course of each match, but it’s 
also ridiculously fun. Everyone scrambles around like crazy, and soon 
earn key dash-and-grab techniques to put opponents in their place. 


t's raucous and intuitive, but also the kind of pick-up-and-play fun you 
don't see in many multiplayer efforts these days — especially crap like 


Basement Crawl. 
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ALL HAIL THE DESTROYER OF BOREDOM! David Giltinan 
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RELEASE: 
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NA 
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Videogame heroes don't get much more unlikely than H.P. Lovecraft's own 
betentacled destroyer of worlds, Cthulhu, so this absurdity is a huge sell- 
ing point for Cthulhu Saves the World. The evil cosmic entity with a head 
that only Octodad could love rises from the ocean in order to destroy the 
world. So far, so normal, but a twist of fate occurs as a wizard appears, 
zaps him of his powers, and is informed by the fourth-wall-breaking narra- 
tor that the only way to get them back is to become a true hero. 


From there on, Cthulhu meets with a variety of characters to join his 
party in typical JRPG form. These include a trident-wielding groupie 
named Umi, the sentient sword Sharpe, and an alien cat named Paws. 


Bet you thought Cthulhu was going to be the oddest of the bunch! 


Each party member brings with them their own strengths and moves. 
Choosing the right combination of characters is key not only to making 
them accommodate each other, but also to unleash specific team-up 


moves called Unites, a la Chrono Trigger. 


The humor is very well done. Everyone whom Cthulhu meets has their own 
motivations and are generally looking out for the greater good...except for 
Cthulhu himself. He'll make light of a horrific scene where zombies are de- 


stroying a town by showing sympathy for the shamblers. Upon enlisting 


a new character, he'll laugh with glee over having more power, whereas 


meee ~RETROGRADE 


The variety of maps is stunning, and some of the enemies you'll run 


across are imaginative as well — and not exactly easy suckers for your 
arrow attacks. Luckily, you can bop them on the head to take them out, 
thus preserving your precious ammunition for the targets that really 
matter: your buddies. 


Matches are unpredictable, wild, and fun, no matter what your skill level. 
t's got the kind of balance that can last for hours on end, even as some 
people believe they're becoming even more skilled. To miss out on Tow- 


erFall merely due to its offline-only nature is to miss out on one of the 


best parties of the year. 


At first | had no interest in TowerFall Ascension because | was so horribly 


burned by whatever Basement Crawl was. However, Matt Makes Games 


has redeemed my faith in the multiplayer romp, as this is a game I'll pull 
out for parties again and again. Taste my arrows of justice, suckers! ta 


Regular Attack (0 MP) 
Physical 

Targets One Enemy 
Power = 30x17 Hit 


Umi's just glad to gain a friend. 
And when meeting bosses, who 
happen to be fellow elder gods, 
he greets them like old friends. 
All this spot-on comedy is what 
|} makes Cthulhu Saves the World 
worth playing through till the end. 


a OTE OF 
ero Would do, Even if it is only® 


ind HoMeOne Fe 


If there's anything here to complain about, it’s that the gameplay is a little 
too familiar. This is essentially your typical JRPG, with all of the same tropes 
you grew familiar with in early Final Fantasy titles. Status effects, magic, 
items, and equipment are all pretty standard. It's just dressed up nicely with 
a hilarious story and interesting characters. 


Retro role-playing fans and those who appreciate dark humor will find a 
lot to love from this surprisingly well-crafted (no pun intended) game. At 
$2.99, this is an odd journey well worth the purchase. ta 
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CONTINUE 


’yBrandon Justice 


Kids in my neighborhood would often argue about their pick for the best 
game on the Nintendo Entertainment System, but if there is one thing 
they all agreed on, it was that the Sega Master System was a steaming 
pile of poo that no true gamer should ever play. 


Then along came the day when | met a loud-mouthed stick of a kid named 
John Faut who, up to that point, was famous for his ability to scarf down 
ive to six pepperoni rolls in a single sitting and never gain a pound. One 
day at lunch, he decided to take a break from inhaling his daily dose of 
junk food to inform all of us we were frickin’ idiots — and he could prove it. 
down 


ever one to bac rom a challenge to The Big N's reputation, | 


headed to his house that weekend and played Sega’s “second fiddle” 


or the first time. John could have gone with Alex Kidd or Space Harrier, 


but he opted instead to fire up a role-playing game called Phantasy 


Star. 


Offering up a tale of murder, mystery, and revenge via an otherworld- 
ly backdrop where magic and technology existed side-by-side, | was 
instantly hooked. The 40+ hours that followed were some of the most 


As we've all undoubtedly learned the hard way, not every treasure 
chest contains the loot you're hoping for. And sometimes, they play 
host to some nasty traps. While Camelot Software Planning has had a 
hand in some of the genre's gleaming gems — witness their work on 
the Shining and Golden Sun series — even they couldn't seem to avoid 
the occasional poisonous cloud of evil, as evidenced by the unfortu- 
nately underwhelming Beyond the Beyond for PlayStation. 

As a self-professed nut for 8- and 16-bit role-playing awesomesauce, 
can still remember anticipation for my initial playthrough of Sony's 
irst “true JRPG” for their disc-based behemoth. In the throes of an 
illness that kept me in bed for over a week, some shameless sympathy 
pleas led to my Mom doing me a solid by renting BtB, which |’d been 
jonesing to play ever since | saw its unique “3D” combat system and 


irresistible super-deformed characters in the pages of several of my 


avorite print magazines. 
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impactful moments in my young gaming career, opening my eager 
eyes and spawning an obsession with RPGs that continues to this day. 


It was my introduction to traditional role-playing character progression, 
and |'m still impressed by the way the game encouraged me to lean on 
Odin early until Alis came into her own. Phantasy Star also set a pretty 
high bar for equipment progression, making each new upgrade a signif- 
icant addition to my ass-kicking arsenal that still serves as a measuring 


stick for most RPGs | play. 


And the presentation! They may not look like much today, but the game’s 
visuals — particularly in combat and dungeon exploration — felt like they 
were from some distant future where awesome was commonplace. 


Bundle that together with a plot that blew my 11-year-old mind with its 
fusion of mythology, high fantasy, and sci-fi? It wasn’t even a fair fight. 
| knew right then and there that a few hours with Phantasy Star wasn't 
enough. Four PS titles and four Sega consoles later, it’s safe to say that 
John (and the vibrant world of Phantasy Star) made his case with ease, 
converting a once-stubborn Nintendo zealot into a lifelong fan. : 


Slime 


Tumble 
Rabbi 


Unfortunately, the game itself was much less exciting than my expec- 
ations, offering up little in the way of the assumed innovation for one 
of the first big RPGs to hit PlayStation. The game's insta-grind mentality 
ed to a combat system that felt repetitive and routine, its visuals failed 
o live up to 16-bit standards on most occasions, and the story was a 


hastily thrown-together collage of clichés from plots gone by. In the end, 


actually think playing it might have made my illness worse. 


Luckily, the game was over in about 20 hours and despite the digital 
ortures experienced therein, my health eventually rebounded, as did 
he game-making fortunes of the fabled Camelot (as evidenced by their 
amazing work on the aforementioned Golden Sun series). | still look back 
on Beyond the Beyond and wonder exactly what went wrong. Luckily, the 
ever-fueled nightmares of yet another battle were quickly washed away by 


he PSone's glorious run of uber-RPGs, but to this day, Beyond the Beyond 
will serve as a reminder that not everything that glitters is indeed gold. ta 


Illustrations by Thor Thorvaldson 
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FLAT BUT NOT BORING. "Robert Workman 


Mario's role-playing efforts, though never as prominent as his platform- 
ing and racing adventures, have always stood in a league by themselves. 
From the Square Enix-produced Super Mario RPG for SNES to the more 
current Mario & Luigi games for Nintendo's handhelds, they've been noth- 


ing short of spectacular. 


Released between those two bellwethers, Paper Mario managed to de- 
fine a unique role-playing universe in its own right. Featuring a paper-thin 
landscape — but one well worth exploring — the game managed to 
stand out from the pack and appealed to audiences at just the right time. 


Paper Mario shines because of a battle system that’s RPG based, but 


not to the point that only hardcore players can enjoy it. It’s a splendid 


all-ages system that works reasonably well, translating Mario's most 
famous abilities into capable RPG attacks, including a powerful (Cif 


well-timed) hammer smash and his classic jump-and-bop. 


He isn't alone either. Along the way, Mario will team up with unlikely 
allies to help him win battles, including a goomba that's actually good 
at heart, mainly due to the fact that he imitates Mario to a tee. These 


THE SHINING FORCE LEGEND 
BEGAN WITH THIS SLEEPER- 
HIT GENESIS SRPG. chris Powell 


When Shining Force was released on the Sega Genesis in 1993, it was a 
game changer for many young console owners. Never before had we ex- 
perienced a turn-based strategy RPG quite like it. From the jaw-dropping 
animated battle screens to the cheerful music, Shining Force felt colorful, 


vibrant, fun, and very much alive. 


Sure, the tale of Max, a young hero who has to save the world from cer- 
tain destruction doesn’t sound incredibly original, but it had yet to be- 
come the yawn-inducing RPG trope that it is today. As a matter of fact, | 
still have fond memories of leading Max against Darksol and his legions 


of minions in my quest to stop the resurrection of the evil Dark Dragon. 


ax isn't alone in his journey. In the opening minutes, several key mem- 
bers join the Shining Force, like Ken, the spear-throwing centaur, and 


ans, the elven archer (remember, don’t put him on the front lines!). 


owever, what sets Shining Force apart from its contemporaries is how 
you're able to recruit new members throughout your journey, ranging 


rom werewolves and ninjas to even hamsters and an armadillo inside a 
mechanized suit. Once your burgeoning army grows large enough, you 
must select which members you'll take with you into combat. 


; ow 
characters have their own level of charm, and provide necessary support 
when Mario calls for it. 


This lavish adventure has hours’ worth of play value, thanks to a note- 
worthy quest and plenty of challenges. It's interesting seeing what kind 
of enemies pop up, as well as using special items that will serve you well 
throughout. Balancing your current abilities and these items really makes 
a difference. 


As for the presentation, there was no game like Paper Mario at the time. 


Despite the characters and backdrops appearing decidedly paper thin, 
they still provide a level of depth that few role-playing games can match. 
Being able to explore around foldable cities and discover landmarks and 
new characters is a treat, and even running through the mainland and 
finding extra coins proves more rewarding than you might expect. 


Though the quest does eventually end with very little replay value, Paper 
Mario is still one of Nintendo's most creative role-playing adventures. Its 
captivating yet simple gameplay combines with a refreshing presentation 
to create an experience that still lives up to today’s standards. What luck, 
too, as you can download the game for a mere $10 for Wii and Wii U. 
That's a deal that certainly doesn't seem, ahem, thin. pf 


t's this wrinkle that adds strategy to Shining Force's otherwise straight- 


orward battle system. The early portion of the game features several 
rather easy battles, but once you come to the second chapter, the diffi- 
culty begins to ramp up. That's why going forth into battle with an evenly 
balanced, synergistic team is a must. 


As great as Shining Force can be, it was unfortunately held back by trans- 
ation issues that completely removed Max's backstory and several other 
ey bits of information that really could have added to the experience. 


Fortunately, Amusement Vision released Shining Force: Resurrection of 
the Dark Dragon on the Game Boy Advance in 2010, which fixed the 
ranslation problems and added in additional plotlines and new art. 


Whichever version you play, Shin- 
ing Force remains one of Sega’s 
finest RPGs, and it deserves to 
be mentioned in the same 
breath as other great 16-bit 
adventures like Final Fan- 
tasy VI, Chrono Trigger, 
and Earthbound. 
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Thunderball is one of 10 prototypes. 
Only four are still known to exist. 
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byMike Kennedy 


Collecting classic videogames has turned into a massive hobby for many retro gamers. Every issue, Insane Collection will take an in-depth look at some of the 


most monolithic and noteworthy videogame collections in the world. Do you think your game collection is insane and want to share it with others? Then email your 


contact info and a short description of your collection t 


We've taken a look at the world’s largest individual 
collection and one of its most revered museums, so we 
thought it was time we visited a collector with a passion 
for all things quarter-crunching. This time, we chat with 
Pennsylvania's Ed Beeler, who owns one of the largest 
pinball and arcade cabinet collections in the world. 


RETRO: How many arcade games do you have in your 
collection? Any pinball and early mechanical games? 


Ed Beeler: | currently have over 800 pieces total in 
my collection of games. | have about one third of this 
amount in my backyard game room, a steel building of 
8000 square feet. | have a nice collection, equal in pin- 
ball and arcade/videogames, including a handful of me- 
chanical arcade games from the 1970s. What is not in 
my local building is in my storage warehouse of 10,000 
square feet about 10 minutes from my residence. 


There are many duplicate games in the collection. But as 
| say, everyone needs at least 10 Pac-Man and 10 Aster- 
oids games...| have duplicates of many videogames, not 
so much on pinball machines. | have many rare games as 
well: Fire Chief, Star Rider, 
have one of the 10 made, four known to exist Thunderball 


Three Stooges, Kozmik Krooz'r. | 


pinball machines. 
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RETRO: Where do you acquire your arcade games? 


Ed Beeler: Since | started collecting in 1994, | have found 
many games in many places. To this day, the average 
American in the average American city like Pittsburgh has 
a pinball or arcade game in their basement to sell. These 
games ended up there somehow, by operators either sell- 
ing or giving these “old and worn out” games to people to 
play in their homes. 


These games have made their money apparently, and 
were no longer of use to the operator, so they either sold 
them or gave them to friends and relatives. In Western PA 
though, | have found that operators of games, the “vend- 
ing machine guys,” have kept stockpiles and warehouses 
full of old equipment for tax purposes. I’m not sure how 
you continue to write off equipment from 1984, but they 
do it. | once asked an operator | was buying games from, 
“Why do you still have all this sh*t?” His response? “Well, 
if | didn’t have it, you wouldn't be here buying it, so you 
should be happy!” | agreed and happily paid for a truck- 
load of old videogames and pinballs. This went on for 
years, they had so much stuff... 


| do still have the wood-rail Williams pinball machine, E/ 
Paso. This game was given to my dad when he was 16. 


and it might adorn the pages of a future issue of RETRO magazine. 


Beeler's collection is so vast, he’s resorted to 
off-site storage to house his cabinets and pins. 


Good for him! This game stayed in our family many years, 


it ended up in my grandmother's basement when he mar- 
ried my mom, and this was the first pinball | played. The 
game stayed there in mint condition from the time | was 
born until | was 21, and then | moved it a few times, until 
it ended up in my current building collection of games. 
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Ageless Art: More than just good games, Ed's haul hosts some amazing visual showpieces. It's li 


RETRO: Do you remember the game that started the 
collecting “itch”? 


Ed Beeler: | totally fell in love with videogames with Gal- 
axian. Before that, it was surely Space Invaders. But early 
on, | played videogames like Bi-Plane and Side Trak by Ex- 
idy. I'm sure it was pinball that started it, with a game 
like Silverball Mania by Bally in the early ‘80s before 
videogames took hold. Games like Black Knight, Gorgar, 
and Playboy were all the rage and games | played when | 
could get my hands on them. 


RETRO: What was the first arcade game you bought? 


Ed Beeler: \y dad had many games from many sources 
— flea market, the fire house — even the dump! 


These included some he could fix, like Ice Review and 7 
UP (all mechanical) to things that just sat in the garage, 
like Solar Quest (in the dump by the fire company) and 
Sea Wolf (left out on street on appliance dump day) — 
| fooled with all of them. The electronics were pretty 
out of reach in the late 1970s early ‘80s. First games 
purchased myself, bad choices for a newbie, were Got- 
tlieb's Black Hole and Haunted House. These were (and 


still are) the worst pinball games for a newbie to buy! 
They sat for a long time, but now | can fix them in my 
sleep. Just to note, my friend Matt and | pulled the Black 


Hole, complete, down two flights of stairs — we didn’ 
know then how to take it apart, and then we got stuck 
in the seller's driveway with a two-wheel-drive truck in 
January in Pennsylvania. The seller pushed us out of the 
drive with his bulldozer! The Haunted House my friends 
Matt and Al and | picked up in a Subaru wagon. We were 


lucky someone didn't have to ride on the roof on the way 
home! It doesn’t fit! 


RETRO: What are some of your best memories of 
growing up in the arcade? 


Ed Beeler: All or most of my arcade memories start with 
my parents, Alice and Jack Beeler, taking me somewhere, 
where all | wanted to do was play games — videogames 
and pinball machines. | was born in 1970, right before 
the golden age of the arcades, and was 9-15 years of age 
when the arcades were big in the 1980s. 


| can vividly remember any and all arcade and pinball 
games | played for the first time, when and where, es- 


sentially what year and what game and where it was 
played. | did not know | would have this skill in the future; 
the memories just stuck with me. | can tell you where 
| played it, the surroundings, the smells, who took me 


there, the games around it. | can tell you the layout of all 
of the arcades of my youth. 


First time | played Asteroids? Neville Island Roller Rink, on 
skates, in the concession stand. 25 cent Cokes. 


When did | beat the dragon on Dragon's Lair? North 
Hills Village Fun 'N Games, 1984, about 8 p.m., with a 
big crowd gathered ‘round. Called all my middle-school 
friends when | got home. Parents did not understand the 
significance. Mother Beeler does remember having to 
take me somewhere to play the “dragon game” specifi- 
cally at some point. 


Wizard of Wor? First played with my cousin JR in Atlanta, 
GA at the Peachtree Mall arcade. He was 16 and drove. 


Too cool. He had all the quarters. 


Domino Man? Awesome Bally game. Chuck E. Cheese, 
1983, Bridgeville, PA. Someone else's birthday. Like | 
cared. Free tokens! | was there to play games, especially 
Gottlieb’s LaserDisc game, M.A.CH. 3! 


Four Square Pinball — My cousin Nancy Duty's house, 
Brighton Heights, PA — my dad thought we could buy it 


if it was Gottlieb’s Buckaroo, as seen in the movie Super- 


man. Nancy, my cousin, said this after three highballs — 
“yeah, whatever, your dad is a Buckaroo” — | kept playing 
the pinball game. 


Space Invaders? Got the static shock from the carpet at 
the Boardwalk in Northway Mall, North Hills, PA. 


Scramble? Debbie Foster's dad’s hobby shop in Avalon, 
PA. | told her | would go to the prom with her if | could 
come up to play the game after they closed. 


Side Trak? Allegheny Center Mall kiosk, after | cried to 
my dad that the arcade was closed. He gave up and we 
played whatever available game. Side Trak was it. A high- 
ly collectible game today! 


Cliff Hanger — Akron, Ohio, Quaker Mills, Mall, listening 
to “All Shook Up” by Cheap Trick on my Walkman. | re- 
member a nice fall sunset, listening to “At Budokan” on 
the way home, Sunday night, school on Monday, boo... 


ean art gallery you can play. 


Galaxian? Mount Lebanon garage sale on the Main with 
my dad, when some older kid, a Clockwork Orange type 
punk tried to cut in line...Dad gave him a stern look and 
he beat it. Rent-a-games on the sidewalk! Happened a 
lot in those days. 


Berzerk? Bob-Lo Island arcade, Michigan with my Uncle 
Pat, then from Detroit. Had to take the ferry over. 


Bi-Plane? With my middle-school buddy Scott Huffmyer 
on my birthday at Century 3 mall with my mom dishing 
out at least $2 in quarters. 


Dolly Parton Pinball? Eli's Pizza, around a bunch of tough 
kids, 1980, West View, PA with my dad. Kids in 1981 had 
cigarettes everywhere, lots of coarse language. Don't re- 
call the pizza. 


See what | mean? | have a thousand of these memories. 


Most memorable was seeing about 40 Asteroids cabi- 
nets in a row, Atlantic City NJ boardwalk, 1980. Same 
weekend trip, winning about 16 games as a 10-year-old 
on a Bally's Silverball Mania Pinball with my dad watching 
in another boardwalk arcade...and also feeling like | had 
my own little private arcade in our hotel on the board- 
walk, it was quite empty, but had great pins like Gorgar 
and Firepower, vids like Space Zap. Awesome. If | only had 


more coins... 


Last memory of thousands — Dad took me to Alleghe- 
ny Center Mall in Pittsburgh to try to buy a pinball, Game 
Plan’s Old Coney Island! (bad choice Dad). He had to drag 
me away from a Midway Galaxian game. | handed it off to 
two obvious pimps. We did not buy the pin, | felt like | gave 
up a great game to look at the crappy pin, cried all the way 


home in the front seat between mom and dad, felt like a 
jerk the whole time, all at 10 years old. No, | did not have 


issues. | just knew | was destined to eat, love, play, fix, buy, 


sell, trade, and most of all collect (hoard), all things coin- 
op, pinball machines, and 1980s videogames. 


RETRO: What era produced the best arcade games? 


Ed Beeler: | think this question is partial to when you 
grew up. | loved some ‘70s games. But | am purely par- 
tial to the 1980s. Not only because this is when | grew 
up playing the games, but also because this was the 
boom period for game manufacturing, not just in quan- 
tity, but in quality. Games of great original themes came 
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to fruition during 
these years: Defender, Robotron, Pac- 


Man, Donkey Kong, Reactor, Tempest. These games all had 
original themes. 


Yes, there were copies upon copies of these themes, but 
as people of my age group grew out of gaming and went to 
college or work or the bar, things turned into side-scrolling 
fighting games in the 1990s. | appreciate the fact that kids 
(now adults) from this era (1990+) are now into “their 
games.” | have no lost love for Teenage Mutant Ninja Tur- 
tles, The Simpsons, or Mortal Kombat. | did play Shinobi and 
Off Road in my college years, but again, | considered these 
games throwaway or conversion-class games as many 
operators did at the time. 
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What | did not realize, however, was that these same 
operators were busy converting my beloved ‘80s games 
into Yie Ar Kung Fu or Rolling Thunder games at the same 
time — hence the disappearance of all of my beloved ‘80s 
game cabinets! | apparently did not care in 1990 though, 
as | was busy getting booze and women in college at the 
time... 


RETRO: What are your thoughts on emulation, MAME, 
and JAMMA? 


Ed Beeler: | am happy that people want to continue to 
play these games. JAMMA games are kind of an enig- 
ma, as the genres on this platform were all kind of similar, 


fighting games or scrolling bash ‘em ups. Again, | was on 


the outskirts of this era, save games like Golden Axe and 
Shinobi that | played sparingly. But, people of this time 
frame, those that were still in the arcade and playing early 
Nintendo, they love these games. | just felt like the lack of 
creativity in the JAMMA period hurt the industry. That be- 
ing said, JAMMA games are really easy to wire, it makes/ 
made good sense to have some continuity in wiring! 


RETRO: Who is/was your favorite arcade game manu- 
facturer? 


Ed Beeler: | just love Atari, Stern, Williams, Bally, and all 
their pinball and videogames from the 1980s. Best efforts, 
best games. Berzerk, Defender, Stargate, Pac-Man. | loved 
(and have in my collection) rare games like Journey (the 
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rock band) by Midway, with the fully working tape player, 
cassette that plays “Separate Ways.” Crazy Climber by Tai- 
to was important. Gotta give credit to Namco, Taito, Sega, 
Konami. Wizard of Wor, Tapper. 


Atari pins get no love but they deserve it. Gottlieb made 
some great pins during these years. Namco did a lot with 
Galaga and the Pac-Man series. Atari with everything, from 
Centipede, Millipede, Missile Command, Cloak and Dagger, 
Marble Madness, Star Wars, Battlezone, Asteroids. Don't 
forget the Cinematronics classics like Star Castle, Solar 
Quest, Rip Off, Warrior, and Space Wars back to the early 
‘80s. Sega really stretched things out with Space Fury and 
Star Trek — great games, techno junk though, hard to keep 
working. They worked great when | was a kid! Early games 
from my youth would include Junkyard by Americoin, gun 
games like Haunted House by Midway, Side Trak by Exidy, 
and Death Race by Exidy. | truly do love them all! 


RETRO: Who is/was your favorite arcade game design- 
er? Jarvis, Skelly, Logg, etc? 


Ed Beeler: Don't really have one. | love most of the games 
from my era. Love the Gottlieb pins of my era, most no- 
tably John Osborne for Haunted House pin, Steve Ritchie 
for Black Knight 2000, Alan McNeil for Berzerk. | like Steve 
Ritchie for pinball. 


Unfortunately, | don't know most of the designers of many 
of my favorite games from the 1980s because they were 
not allowed to get credit. | love Eugene Jarvis for Defender 
and Robotron. Love Tim Skelly for Reactor, but | suck at it. 


Love Skelly for all his work with Cinematronics. Ed Roth- 
berg for Battlezone. Bluth for Dragon's Lair. But who de- 
signed Wizard of Wor? I'm sure | can find out now with 
the Internet... 


RETRO: What are your top five arcade games? What 
are your favorite pinball machines? 


Ed Beeler: Depends on the day you ask me. 


Pinball — Twilight Zone, Medieval Madness, Haunted House, 
Silverball Mania, and Spirit. 


Videogames — Robotron, Berzerk, Galaga, Satan's Hollow, 
and Space Fury. 


RETRO: What advice do you have for those who are 
just getting into collecting arcade games and perhaps 
recreating an arcade in the home? What are must-have 
elements of a home arcade? 


Ed Beeler: First, buy what you like and will play. There is a 
lot of junk out there for sale. Do your research first, every- 
one wants top dollar for things nowadays due to American 
Pickers and Pawn Stars. But those prices are on TV. Things 
are still worth what someone will pay for. 


Advertise everywhere as wanted to buy. Everyone in this 
country has a bunch of stuff for sale; some of them have 
pinball machines and videogames. Preserve all of your 
spare time to go pick stuff up. Be prepared to rent a truck 
and ask all your friends to move stuff. Have a case of beer 
on hand and order a pizza when you get back. All of your 
friends should want to come over and play. 


Tell your spouse you can “always sell it for more” no mat- 
ter what you paid for it. Don’t ever turn down a good deal! 
Be careful. This is a very addictive hobby. Before you know 
it, you will have 400+ arcade games and have to go into 
business! 


RETRO: Do you also collect home videogame consoles? 


Ed Beeler: | have them, but | don’t fool with them much. 
Just the basics: ColecoVision, Intellivision, and of course, 
the Atari 2600. Need to get a Vectrex though! 


RETRO: Do you think home consoles/computers were 
the downfall of the arcade? 


Ed Beeler: Not really. LaserDisc games get a lot of blame 
unfairly. That was just manufacturers trying new things 


and charging too much for the product. | think all of the 
kids that were my age, 10-15 years old, we all started 
driving, found that picking up the opposite sex was more 
interesting than Double Dragon. We left that for the young- 
er kids, the arcade business was making millions and not 
billions because of that... 


Then the manufacturers started making crap games, the 
operators were moving toward bar games like poker and 
jukeboxes, the money dried up on the cash cow that was 
arcade games for five years, the industry changed. Some 
operators got hosed by still having thousands in videog- 
ames. Not much different than the dot com crash; too 
many people, not enough market. 


Hey, as kids, we consumers made the market with our 
parents’ quarters (ask my folks) — at least we made a 
dent. Standard business stuff. Nobody was really at fault 
here, except the changing of an era. 


RETRO: What are your plans for your collection? We 
heard you might be interested in opening a museum. 


Ed Beeler: This collection of goods has been mine to cu- 
rate for a long time. This group of games | have collected 
over the years has been lovingly donated over this period 
to a foundation of good people who | am involved with 
who run the Pennsylvania Coin Operated Gaming Hall of 
Fame and Museum. 


This Museum group was designed to exclusively display 
this mighty collection of all things coin-op, pinball, arcade, 
video, amusement games of all types from the 1960s to 
the 1990s. Next to the Pinball Hall of Fame in Las Vegas, 
this collection is one of the largest inventories of the type 
in America. The project to open the museum is still un- 
derway. 


In any case, it is a labor of love to preserve the history of 
what the world was entertained by in this period. This 
digital age of my youth led modern society to where it is 
today, with all of the gadgets that go with life in 2014 and 
beyond. 


But regardless of anything that happens, except nuclear 
war (see WarGames, Matthew Broderick 1983), | plan to 
be here playing games. Yeah, |’m stuck in the 1980s. But 
man, it still is fun today. And no coins are required. ta 
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ThE PLATFORM 

Although Sega’s Master System didn't make a 
dent against the Nintendo Entertainment Sys- 
tem’'s dominance, its follow-up console, the 
Sega Genesis, was a tough contender in the 
hotly contested 16-bit wars. It birthed main- 
stream successes like Sonic the Hedgehog and 
cult classics like Gunstar Heroes, and was the 


console of choice for players of a new series 
called John Madden Football. 


COLLECTING IT 

Sega released the Genesis in 1989 and games were pro- 
duced for it until 1998, when Majesco released a version 
of Frogger on the platform. There are alittle over 700 U.S. 
releases out there. The good news for 16-bit collectors 
is that they can be acquired much more cheaply than 
Super Nintendo or TurboGrafx games, since Genesis 
has not gone up in value as much as other consoles. 
That said, because most Genesis games came in hard 
plastic cases, you'll often find them still in the box and 
hat's what collectors look for. So our prices are based 
on 100% complete copies. Loose Genesis cartridges go 


or significantly less. 


THE HOT ONES 


Here are the games any collector would go crazy to 


ind in a box of junk at a flea market. Every piece of 
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these games, from the cartridge to the manual to the 
box, is worth big bucks. 


Note: While the rarity of certain items rarely changes, 
price often does — both up and down. These prices are 
generally accurate as of early 2014, but anything could 
happen. 


M.U.S.H.A. (1990) 

A shoot-em-up created by Compile, this is actually 
part of the Aleste series that also includes games like 
Power Strike for the Master System. For some reason 
— alow print run plus the fact that it is an awesome 
example of the genre — this has become the high- 
est-priced standard Genesis release, regularly selling 
for over $300. 


Crusader of Centy (1994) 

This Zelda-style top-down action-RPG was one of 
the earlier games released by the publisher Atlus. 
Like most latter-day Genesis releases, it came in a 
cardboard box, meaning that the packaging is more 
likely to be lost or damaged. A complete copy can 
cost over $300 depending on condition. 


Grind Stormer (1994) 

Another shoot-em-up, this one created by the 
prolific designers at Toaplan (Zero Wing, Fire 
Shark, et cetera). Called V-Five in the arcades, it was 


°° DON’T COST WHAT NINTEN-DO 


The market for original classic games has never been hotter. 
Whether you're obsessed with collecting or just want to play your 
old favorites in their original format, you're paying more for old 
games than ever before. Each issue in Collect-a-Thon!, we'll break 
down the current collecting scene for a particular platform. 
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brought to the Genesis by Tengen. This is where the 
prices start dropping off considerably; Grind Stormer 
only goes for about $125 mint and complete. 


John Madden Football Championship Edition (1992) 
Electronic Arts’ sports games are some of the least 
valuable games on the Genesis (or any platform), 
but this is a rare exception. Based on the non-rare 


John Madden ‘93, this rental-only game features a 
lineup of historical championship teams — the ‘66 
Packers, the ‘84 Dolphins, etc. Condition is extremely 
important, as the much-rented manuals are typical- 
ly beaten to hell. A good copy in nice shape can get 
around $125. 


Aerobiz Supersonic (1994) 


Ever wanted to run your own airline? Me either. So 
that's probably why Koei didn’t sell too many of 
these airline management simulation games. This 
sequel version is harder to find than the original, 
and a copy in good condition can go for just over 
$100. 


The Punisher (1994) 

As we will see, side-scrolling beat-em-up games 
are some of the most expensive Genesis releases. 
This one tops the list, a port by Sculptured Software 
of a Capcom arcade game licensed by Marvel. Ex- 
pect to pay a touch under $100 if you want one. 
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UP AND COMING 

The majority of Genesis games are 
still fairly inexpensive, with only 
a few hitting three-digit prices. 
There are a few that hover in 
the $40-60 range, and 
might be creeping up 
over time. If variations 
of these with hard 
cases and cardboard 
boxes exist, the hard- 
case version is typically 
worth more. 


These include: Splatter- 
house 2 and 3, Streets of 
Rage 3, Sparkster, Teen- 
age Mutant Ninja Tur- 
tles: Hyperstone Heist, 
Time Killers, Castlevania 
Bloodlines, Double Dragon, Battle- 
toads, Contra Hard Corps, Cadash, Her- 
zog Zwei, Gunstar Heroes, and Warsong, 


among others. 


Sega's role-playing games in the Shin- 
ing Force and Phantasy Star series also go 
for $40-60 each. And although sports 
games usually don’t go for more than a 
few bucks, EA’s Mutant League Football 
and Mutant League Hockey are beloved 


classics that can get around $50 each depending on 
condition and completeness. 


The price of Michael Jackson's Moonwalker shot into 
space after the King of Pop’s untimely death, but 
prices have now come back to earth at around $40. 


RENOVATION 

The publisher Renovation put out a surprising num- 
ber of cult-classic Japanese games, and so far most 
of its library is relatively inexpensive. There are 
shooters like Gaiares and Whip Rush, platformers 
ike the Valis series, Earnest Evans, and El Viento, and 
RPGs like Master of Monsters and Arcus Odyssey. Ev- 
ery Renovation game (except for the total oddball of 
he group, the not-rare Jennifer Capriati Tennis) goes 
or between $25-40. 


GET SOME RELIGION 

The Christian game company Wisdom Tree released 
three Genesis Bible-themed games. They were sold 
in rather flimsy cardboard boxes, so copies of Bible 
Adventures, Spiritual Warfare, and Joshua: Battle of Jer- 
icho can go between $50 and $100 complete. 


SPECIAL EDITIONS 

There are some rare and weird Sega Genesis car- 
tridges out there that only appeal to the hardest of 
hardcore completionists. In 1993, a company called 
Heartbeat released the Heartbeat Personal Trainer. |t 
was a modified version of the Genesis console that 


had motion sensors and could measure your heart- 
beat while you exercised. It came with a cartridge 
called Outback Joey, which now sells for many hun- 
dreds of dollars by itself. But it's so extremely rare 
hat they don't often change hands. 


For a 1995 game competition in Blockbuster Video 
stores, Acclaim produced a cartridge called Block- 
buster Video Game Championships Il. |t played special 
versions of NBA Jam Tournament Edition and Judge 
Dredd. The cartridge, with its plain white text label, 
sells for around $2000 today. 


AVOIDING FAKES 

Since Genesis games aren't really that expensive, 
there isn't an epidemic of fake cartridges going 
around like we've seen on NES and SNES. However, 
| have heard reports of fake M.U.S.H.A. cartridges re- 
cently — so it seems the scammers are catching on. 


Also, be aware that there are a great deal of bootleg 
Genesis cartridges out there made from import-only 
Mega Drive games. Classics like Mega Man: The Wily 
Wars and Pulseman, for example, were never released 
officially in the U.S. So if you see a Genesis cartridge 
with one of these games on it, be aware that it’s a 
reproduction. tm 


Chris Kohler (@kobunheat) is the founder and editor of Game | Life, 
the gaming channel of WIRED. He is a lifelong game collector and 
the author of the books Power-Up and Retro Gaming Hacks. 
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A BEGINNER'S GUIDE TO COLLECTING ROLE-PLAYING GAMES. 


As you have no doubt already ascertained from reading the rest of this issue of 
RETRO, role-playing games are some of the most fondly remembered classics 


from the vintage era. 


They can also be some of the most expensive games to track down. Turns out 
it's not just you who remembers these games fondly — if you want to buy an 
original copy of Final Fantasy II] on Super NES or Tales of Destiny on PlayStation, 
you're competing with all of your fellow RPG nuts over a supply of games that’s 


usually rather low. 


RPGs might be popular now — go to any gaming convention and count the 
number of people running around with Earthbound t-shirts — but at the time 
that most of these games were released, they were serving a tiny market niche. 
What's more, RPGs were generally some of the most expensive games to pro- 
duce: They often required more memory to store those expansive worlds and 
soundtracks, and players expected them to come packaged with larger manu- 


als, maps, and strategy guides, all adding to the cost. 


So in your search for classic RPGs, you may often find that the price has gone 
up steeply relative to other games on the platform. If you've recently found a 
box of RPGs at a yard sale or are thinking of selling your collection, you might 
consider this to be great news! But if you're looking to start out acquiring games 
now, you're facing what could be a pricey new hobby. Arm yourself with some 


knowledge first, so you don't get ripped off. 
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IN THE BEGINNING 

When we talk about collectible console RPGs, we are for the most part talking 
about Japanese ones. Although there were certainly many RPGs that predated 
Enix’s launch of Dragon Quest in Japan, that was the game that started the craze 
and laid down the more simplified, accessible take on role-playing that would 


define Japan's spin on the genre. 


Nintendo and Enix attempted to make RPGs as big a hit in America as they were 
in Japan by going all-in on the first Dragon Quest, renaming it Dragon Warrior and 
releasing it with a big splash in the U.S. What happened next is well-known: 
With a surplus of unsold copies, Nintendo gave the game away with subscrip- 
tions to Nintendo Power, but even this failed to make the RPG a mainstream 


SUCCESS. 


So copies of the first Dragon Warrior, being in abundance, aren't worth more 
than a few bucks for the cartridge. Don't get taken in by someone saying 
it's rare. Ditto Nintendo's later release of the first Final Fantasy — today you 
shouldn't pay more than $20 at the absolute most for a cartridge. Nintendo 


made a lot of them! 


That said, complete copies of both with the box, book, and maps are increasing 
in price these days, especially in mint condition. Condition and completeness 


increases the value of all games, but moreso with RPGs. 


The second, third, and fourth Dragon Warriors were released in what appear to 
have been successively smaller numbers by Enix alone. Complete copies of any of 
these will now cost over $100. 


There are many Western RPGs on NES as well, including multiple entries in the Ul- 
tima, Advanced Dungeons & Dragons, and Wizardry series ported over from personal 
computers. But none of these are quite as sought after these days as the Dragon 
Quest games — generally, they aren't nearly as fun to play today. 


16-bit, and Super Nintendo in general, is where the genre exploded. Enix released 10 
games on SNES and Squaresoft released seven, mostly RPGs. And other publishers 
started busting into the genre as well, right from the beginning of the console’s life. 
Completing a Squaresoft collection is going to be cheaper than completing Enix's 
SNES run, since Enix's last two RPGs, Ogre Battle and E.V.O., can be absurdly expensive. 


Square's Final Fantasy II and III (the first U.S. releases of Final Fantasies IV and VI) used 
to cost much more than they do now — the widespread availability of these games 
on services like PlayStation Network and Virtual Console, not to mention Game Boy 
Advance versions, have lowered the prices these days, especially for loose cartridges. 
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BUYER BEWARE 

n fact, that's a point to keep in mind about all collectible games, and RPGs especially: 
Some people buy them because they want the original release, but some people buy 
hem simply because they want to play them. And every time there are more options 
or playing the games that don't involve buying the original cartridge, this will cause a 
downward pressure on prices. Loose copies of Earthbound, Nintendo's masterpiece of 
he genre for SNES, were beginning to sell for $250 just before Nintendo rereleased 


he game on Virtual Console. Now you shouldn't pay much more than $150. 


you intend to play the RPGs you buy, you should make sure the seller has checked, 
or maybe even replaced, the battery. While modern cartridges — most N64 games, 


or example — use longer-lasting flash RAM to save game states, SNES games used 


ithium batteries. Today, these are starting to die out. They were never meant to be 
replaceable, insofar as by the time the futuristic year 2014 rolled around we were all 
supposed to be going to the moon in our flying cars and not sitting around playing 


Earthbound for the 100th time. But here we are, and we at least do have the technol- 
ogy to replace the batteries — you'll just need nerves of steel and an ability to use a 
soldering iron. If you have neither, make sure the battery still works before you buy. 


A MATTER OF IMPORT 

If you love classic Japanese console RPGs, you might begin to think — why not buy 
the true original releases for the Famicom, Super Famicom, PC Engine, Mega Drive 
or what-have-you? If you're thinking this, you're in luck. Remember, RPGs were 
a niche genre in the West. In Japan, they were one of the biggest-selling types of 
game, so the games you love are not only cheaper in their original Japanese editions, 
they're often quite inexpensive. Chrono Trigger's $200 price tag got you down? You 
shouldn't pay more than a tenth of that for a complete Super Famicom copy. (And 
they usually have much nicer box art!) 


WOES 


So don’t get suckered paying too much money for an imported RPG at a convention, 
is what I'm saying. There are plenty of reliable Japan-based eBay sellers who will 
probably get you that game very cheaply. 


REAL, OR REPRO? 

There are hobbyists doing a surprisingly robust business in bootlegged “reproduc- 
tion” games for NES and SNES, usually by taking a common cartridge and swapping 
the chips and label out with an English translation of a game that was never released 
in the U.S. Some even come with elaborate boxes and manuals, professionally print- 
ed and die-cut. 


If you want a copy of, say, Terranigma (the Japan- and Europe-only sequel to the 
classic Illusion of Gaia) that will run in your U.S. Super Nintendo, and you know that 
what you're buying is not an original cartridge, that’s your choice. But don't get 
fooled into thinking that you're buying a legitimate release, as some unscrupulous 
sellers will try to suggest. Games that had no official U.S. release but that are widely 
available in “repro” form include Terranigma, Secret of Mana 2 (Seiken Densetsu 3), 
Final Fantasy V, and any SNES version of Dragon Quest, Fire Emblem, or Romancing 


Saga — among many others. 


THE DAWN OF DISCS 

PlayStation games are retro, too. PS1 games have been creeping up in price lately, led 
by RPGs. The cheaper, less-risky disc format meant that many, many more games 
could come over to the U.S. Squaresoft was releasing a new RPG every few months 
at one point. Atlus was ramping up its releases. Sony was cranking them out as well. 
But the same market pressures prove true here as well. The original “black label” 
version of Final Fantasy VII used to command $100, but now that you can download 
it on PlayStation Network, those days are long behind it. Final Fantasy VIII and IX 


were produced in large numbers and you should be able to get either for around $10. 


As we get newer, things get a little more dicey. PlayStation 2 prices are probably 
about as low as they're ever going to be right now, but some RPGs that were done 
in lower quantities like Xenosaga Episode I! and the .hack games are getting $30-40 
each or slightly more. | expect these prices to be higher in a decade or so. And | would 
caution anyone about investing too much in RPGs for PS3 or Xbox 360, especially 
the “limited edition” box set versions that are becoming much more common these 
days. Since games for these consoles are still being produced, we really don’t know 
what will happen to prices in the near future. peas 


Chris Kohler (@kobunheat) is the founder and editor of Game| Life, the gaming channel of WIRED. 
He is a lifelong game collector and the author of the books Power-Up and Retro Gaming Hacks. 
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Suikoden II 


PLAYSTATION | 1999 | MARKET PRICE: $150-—300 


WHAT IS IT? 

The second game in Konami's long-running (and now sadly abandoned) role-playing series, 
Suikoden I] is the very definition of a classic RPG. You take control of a child soldier who narrowly 
escapes the murder of his entire unit and stumbles into a leadership role in a raging conflict be- 
tween several nations. Along the way, he discovers the mysterious legacy of his late mentor, falls 
into a blood feud with his adopted brother, and loses his closest family member. 


Suikoden looks old-school with its dated and simple graphics, but it's actually one of the more ex- 
pansive console RPGs of its (or any) generation. With a story that manages to be at once epic and 
down to earth, it really drives home the realization that your unnamed protagonist is simply a young 
man who's gotten in way over his head. The story reflects that reality, too; at several points in the 
game, you actually have the option of ducking out of events altogether and seeking peace instead of 
continuing the fight. It's at once a familiar take on the RPG and quite unlike anything else out there. 
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RARITY REPORT 


On top of all that, the standard Suikoden re- 
cruitment element is at play; you can build 
a nation/army of 108 warriors, wizards, 
housekeepers, and even combat-capable 
squirrels. Plot hooks to the original game 
abound, including a time-sensitive quest, 
and there's even a detective whose role is 
to help you figure out how to recruit some 
of the more obscure characters. Suikoden I! 
is a deep, substantial RPG with a surpris- 
ingly emotional story. 


WHY SO EXPENSIVE? 

Suikoden II had the bad luck to launch on 
the same day as the single most antici- 
pated RPG of the PlayStation generation, 
Final Fantasy VIII. After Final Fantasy VII 
turned millions of gamers into RPG fans, 
the world waited with bated breath for the 
sequel. Next to that kind of hype, Suikoden 
I didn't stand a chance. It didn’t help that 
its humble visuals didn't hold a candle to 
FF8's bleeding-edge CG. Never mind that 
you could blast through an entire Suiko- 
den II battle in less time than it took to run 


through a single attack animation in FF8. 


This was the future we were talking about! 


As the dated-looking sequel to a fairly ob- 
scure RPG, Suikoden I! saw only a single 


small print run. And it took ages for that 


pressing to sell through; you could find 
unwanted copies of the game for closeout 
prices for a couple of years after launch. 
It was only during the run-up to the more 
spectacular-looking Suikoden III for Play- 
Station 2 that people decided they needed 
to dig up the first two games. Suikoden II 
went from unwanted to unaffordable prac- 
tically overnight. 


IS IT WORTH THE HYPE? 

Absolutely. Suikoden II was an overlooked 
gem, and its low print run made its even- 
tual cost inflation inevitable. A game this 
good doesn't go overlooked forever. The 
PlayStation played host to dozens of ex- 
cellent RPGs, and Suikoden II ranks right up 
near the top. While its going price is defi- 


nitely steep, it's one of those rare games 


that you can spend triple the original price 


for and not feel like you've wasted your 
money on rare junk. 


BUT I DON'T WANNA PAY $150! 
Unfortunately, you don't have a lot of op- 
tions. Suikoden II has only seen one release 
in the U.S., and that was its original Play- 
Station pressing. While there have been 
several opportunities for reprints since 
then, none of them have panned out. 


Both this game and its predecessor were 
collected into a single PSP UMD with 
slight graphical updates to take advan- 
tage of the system's expanded screen 
resolution, but that didn't come to the 
States. Supposedly Konami was interest- 
ed in bringing it over, but Sony Computer 
Entertainment America was doing that 
counterproductive thing where they pre- 
vent straightforward ports of older games 
from appearing on their new systems, re- 
gardless of how good the games in ques- 
tion may be. (This is also supposedly why 
we never got the PSP versions of Breath 
of Fire and Tales of Eternia that made their 
way to the U.K. under the less bullheaded 
supervision of Sony's European branch.) 


And while the original Suikoden showed 
up on PlayStation Network as a PS1 clas- 
sic years ago, the sequel has yet to ap- 
pear. The rumor there is that the game's 
known bugs — which include some 
untranslated text and a tendency for a 
couple of audio tracks not to play during 
incidental scenes — have caused it to fail 
certification for PSN. Whatever the case, 
the fact remains that Suikoden I! remains 


an eBay exclusive in the West. 


Well, there is one other option: Learn to 
read Japanese. You can get the import ver- 
sion of Suikoden II dirt cheap for a number of 
platforms. Ain't that always the way? 4 


Suikeden 


ae etek 


This is Prima’s official strategy guide for Suikoden II. It 
is 169 pages long and contains lots of game info including walkthroughs, 
boss battle strategies, and item locations...and fetches about $50. 
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In August 1989, Nintendo released the RPG Dragon Warrior in North America. It wasn’t 
an insignificant release, since the Dragon Quest series was huge in Japan, with the third 
installment already being developed. Nintendo assumed that U.S. players would have 
a similar response. One little problem: The RPG genre was almost unheard of among 
American console gamers. They were too busy with their Super Marios and Contras and 
Adventures of Bayou Billys. 


If Nintendo didn’t realize this fact, it must have been crystal clear after Dragon Warrior's 
release and subsequent substandard sales. Not even Nintendo Power magazine's exten- 
sive coverage of the game over the course of ‘89 seemed to help matters much. So what 
was Nintendo to do about a successful franchise in Japan that wasn’t up to snuff in the 
U.S., as well as thousands upon thousands of unsold Dragon Warrior games? 


In the fall of 1990, Nintendo of America unleashed a monumental giveaway: a free copy 
of Dragon Warrior was mailed to anyone who subscribed or resubscribed to Nintendo 


(ONO AMERICA 
CORPORATION 
eM 


he Dragon 
Warrior 


GQ 


Power magazine. A free game giveaway to this extent was unheard of, and given the fact 


»yPat Contri 


that a new NES game cost at least $40, and the magazine subscription was about half 
of that, it was no surprise that hundreds of thousands of gamers/their parents cashed in 
and were introduced to the RPG genre via a free copy of Dragon Warrior. 


Indeed, that was how | first encountered Dragon Warrior, and RPGs as well. Wow, a free 
game! | mean, my mom once bought me a new copy of Jaws for next to nothing from the 
flea market next to New Jersey State Prison, but this was even better! 


Since this was Nintendo's first big push toward indoctrinating the Western console au- 
dience into the world of RPGs, they had to make sure that it stuck. Nintendo not only 


sent each player the game, but also a bevy of bonus material to make sure they would 


understand the type of game they were seeing and ideally transition into the RPG genre 


as smoothly as possible. It wasn’t exactly a "soft sell.” So what was included in the pack- 
age mailed to hundreds of thousands? 


Explorer's Handbook 


CONGRATULATIONS LETTER 
FROM NINTENDO POWER 

In this letter, Nintendo thanked you for 
subscribing and strangely addressed you 
as a “Power Animal,” which sounds like 
an aggressive overcompensation for the 
slow-playing Dragon Warrior. Hey NoA 
marketing team, let's pump the brakes 
a bit. 


DRAGON WARRIOR II LETTER 
FROM ENIX AMERICA 

This letter from Enix conveniently let you 
know that you could grind slimes for an- 
other 50+ hours by buying the Christmas 
1990 sequel. While | applaud Enix’s con- 
fidence, it comes across like a desperate 
love letter from someone you went on 
one awkward date with who's already 
ready to elope. 


OVERWORLD / MONSTER ID 
MAP AND DUNGEON MAPS 
POSTERS 

These oversized maps showed off the 
monsters and revealed the entire game- 
world. These posters would prove to be 
helpful and totally essential by them- 
selves, if it wasn’t for the... 


EXPLORER'S HANDBOOK 

This 64-page step-by-step walkthrough 
detailed everything you could possibly 
want to know about the game. If Ninten- 
do's distrust in Western gamers’ atten- 
tion spans wasn't already apparent, the 
Explorer's Handbook made it loud and 
clear. 


There you have it — Nintendo's grand Dragon Warrior giveaway experiment. It was an ob- 
vious and somewhat desperate hard-sell, but did it pay off? While it did not lead to sub- 
stantial American sales for the game's three sequels (Enix’s pleading letter was ignored), 
the plethora of free games at least helped establish the RPG genre in North America, 
which paved the way for the success of games like Final Fantasy. This would be Nintendo 


Power's last free game giveaway. A shame, since there were only so many prison flea 


markets with questionably cheap NES games | could count on as a child. ta 
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(though perhaps there should be). 

But while t 

east-logical 

somewhere, 

surrounded by lava. After all, it’s conceivable that a 
might want to retrieve it without having to make pe 


forms. Or how about some nutritious food like an a 


not 


a good idea to place that in the sewer with all t 


all t 


£y. 


H 


seen anyone laying dead in front of a treasure chest wit 


e time. 


us, most chests are surrounded by horrible mons 


because they're chest groupies? It's a bit of a chicken and 


ere’s another thing: Some of the traps might as well not 


rfect j 


eta 


n many games, the ultimate objective involves running through a dungeon or 
storming a castle in order to gain access to the treasures contained within. This 
reasure is often contained in a chest. Putting treasures in chests was apparently 
standardized a long time ago, because they're pretty much omnipresent. You don't 
ypically find loot in an armoire or hope chest. There is no “Treasure Ottoman” 


ey're all over the place, treasure chests are often placed in the 
locations. You would think that if you were going to store your sword 
that you wouldn't just put it in a chest located on a bridgeless island 
some point in the future you 


umps onto moving plat- 


pple or bag of flour? Probably 


s around, yet it happens 


ers. Do they put the treasure 


est in the room while the killer skeletons are there, or do the skeletons show up 


egg thing | guess. 


even be there. I've never 


an arrow in their head. 


RETRO RANTS 


QO swing 


ARGH, DUPED AGAIN! DANG TRAPS. 


Arrow traps must be the mythical treasure chest store's low-end option. T 


advanced traps either explode or involve a poiso 
green. While that is quite a feat of engineering, 


home safe if by some chance it sprayed out ricin while | was unlocking i 


asking for trouble. 


Also, why would they carry the heavy chest up 
and then just leave a single health potion and 

which, if you have a diabolical plan to rain evil 
move all the health-giving items and useful scro 
Moret 
the hundreds of mana potions carelessly spread 


an one evil-doer has had their plans foi 


hree silver pieces in it? Spe 


n gas that turns your healt 
| know | probably wouldn't 


o the top of the tower, set 


e more 
h meter 
use my 
. That's 


he trap, 
aking of 


down upon the land, be sure to re- 


Is from your impenetrable 


around their lair. 


So next time you're wandering around the loca 


village, ask yourself who put the treasure chest i 


to figh 


plentiful out in the field but which I've never actually seen 


know. 


want to try and sell them on my improved arrow 


nthe bac 


for sale, be sure t 


rap. i 


ortress. 


ed by warriors who happened upon 


raining cave by your grandfather's 
but left all the monsters 


. And if you happen to find whoever sells the damn things, which seem 


o let me 


Kevin J Baird is the founder of Video Game News Radio and VideoGameNews.com. 
Follow him on Twitter @VGNNetwork, Facebook at facebook.com/VGNRadio , or drop 


him a line at kevin@videogamenews.com. 
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Seanbaby invented being funny 
on the Internet at Seanbaby.com. 
Bad decisions have led him to 
specialize in terrible and absurd 
games. Follow him on Twitter 


@Seanbabydotcom. 
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"LYE LONGES. 


But despite all the great things the series has done, 
there is no franchise on Earth less respectful to a 
gamer’s free time. A huge portion of the nerd population 
has quite literally lost hours from their lives watching 

Knights of the Round finish animating, or tapping 
through a cutscene that refuses to skip. Honestly, if that 
Knights of the Round spell wasn't an evil Japanese plot to 

distract us from feeding American babies, then it makes 


ii 


As an English speaker, there are very few 
combinations of words dumber than “Final Fantasy” 
followed by a number. Though dumbly named, each 
Final Fantasy sequel broke new ground in the genre, 
advancing gameplay from FIGHT, ITEM, RUN to 
strategic battles with compelling class systems, all 
while telling stories that would very nearly get Cs 
in any public high school’s creative writing class. 


INAL FANTASY TACTICS ADVANCE 
25 MINUTES 


This is an amazing game with an almost confrontation- 
ory, none of which is skippa- 
h children picking teams for a 
a normal script, this is where 
personalities would be established. Here, it's 
where a writer challenged the ingredients on a 
pointlessness contest and won. 


ally strange and fruity s 
ble. The story begins wi 
snowball fight. In 


'@: PlayStation {)' 


water bottle to a 


The snowball fight is a lengthy, repetitive tutori- 
al for players unable to decipher the complicat- 
ed menu terms MOVE and ATTACK. “But | al- 
words,” you might be saying. 
inally ends, you have to watch 


Gotten used to the 
snow in St, Ivalice 
BD yet, RETRO? 


ready know those 
This game doesn’t believe you. And when it 
children read a book to their daft friend. Well, not “read” exactly. It’s most- 
ly a cutscene of them silently looking at pictures. The fact that | stayed alive 


long enough to play this game scientifically proves you can’t die of boredom. 
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MOST INTOLERABLE FNAL 
HINASY OPENINGS 


Illustration by Thor Thorvaldson 


no sense. And most health organizations still categorize 
Final Fantasy XI Online as a Class I! Slow, Lonely Death. 


Getting started in a Final Fantasy game is like flying 
on September 12th, 2001. You're not allowed to do 
anything, nothing makes any sense, and there's a sad 
doom hanging over all of it. Let’s take a look at the worst 


examples: 


Pie FANTASY TACTICS 
27 MINUTES 


I've played through Final Fantasy Tactics and its unskippa- 
ble story three times, and | honestly have no idea what 
it's about. It opens with several characters unable 
to make expressions with their faces or bodies, 
saying lines written by someone unable to express 
emotions. Final Fantasy Tactics is what you show to 
magical robots to make them forget what love is. 
A huge part of the story is told by text over static 
images of empty rooms. Since Final Fantasy writers 


are paid by how much happiness they can remove 


from the game, the text is typed in far slower than 
any average-brained person reads. It's almost as if 
you're watching the world’s dullest man make it up 
as you go, except less fun and well-thought-out than 


that sounds. 


INAL FANTASY V 
TIME UNTIL YOU'RE ACTUALLY 
PLAYING: 27 MINUTES 


For any RPG fan, the gameplay in Final Fantasy V was pure 


PINAY PANTAST.Y 


joy. There were sometimes up to two choices of where 


rou 


to go at any given time, and for Final Fantasy that's “open 


world.” Plus, the job upgrading /swapping system 
added a point to even the most pointless of 
battles. But there's one thing that keeps me from 
going back and playing it again: the opening story. 


There is a gauntlet of boredom you have to 
pass through before having anything close 


to fun or choices. You're forced to watch the 
barely animated tale of two men and two 
women, and within a half hour, one man gets 
amnesia, one woman was a princess this 
whole time, and a pendant reveals the other 
woman was...a princess this whole time. 
It might not seem like much of a hardship, 


but there are over 100 hours of clichés 
crammed into the first 34 minutes of Final 
Fantasy V. It's as if the opening scene wanted to make sure to thank each 
individual fantasy trope that helped it get there before it got off the stage. 


INAL FANTASY VI 
TIME UNTIL YOU'RE ACTUALLY 
PLAYING: 47 MINUTES 


As towns burned down and mech suits did things too 


dull to be paid attention to, | remember thinking, “Mak- 
ing a player wait almost an hour to get from power switch 
to videogame is surely as barbaric as any game 
designer will ever be.” How foolish and naive | 
was. Because only 15 years later, this happened: 


Fright } Cyan 3058 


Capture Sabin 1 


Magic Terra 2707 


TIME UNTIL YOU'RE ACTUALLY 
PLAYING: 1754 MINUTES 


No one should ever question Final Fantasy’s inexhaust- 


ies Pi FANTASY Xill 


‘ 


ible supply of mandatory prologue. FF13’s tutorial lasted 
longer than most other games’ entire production cycles. 
For 30ish hours, you will explore one direction of 
a long, narrow hallway as the gameplay and nar- 
rative are explained to you as if you're a motorcy- 
cle accident survivor learning to swallow again. 


At certain sections of the hallway, chunks of story 
appear in the form of cutscenes and boss battles. 
But if | wanted to wander long corridors to get to 
some cartoons anda knife fight, | could just climb 
through some family's window on movie night. 


The story is hard to follow, even by Final Fan- 
tasy standards. I'm not classically trained in 
narrative structure, but there's probably a 
reason why most tales don’t feature a dozen 
main characters and take frequent 20-min- 
ute breaks for punching gigantic monsters unrelated to anything. If you can get 
through FF13’s 30-hour-long tour of a single-lane highway, it opens up into an 
interesting world. Unfortunately, you've hated everyone in it for about 29 hours. 


| get that some people enjoy this RPG story crap, and to those people | can only say 
I'm sorry. And that your mind is going to be completely blown when you discover 
even the most mediocre of films, books, or genitals. 4 


Seanbaby invented being funny on the Internet at Seanbaby.com. Bad decisions 
have led him to specialize in terrible and absurd games. Follow him on 
Twitter @Seanbabydotcom. 
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A GOOD RPG STARTS WITH HOW MUCH LOOT | | DON’T CARE HOW 
MANY LIVES | GET, OR | CARE ABOUT THE SWEET 
GET TO PULL OFF THE DEAD THINGS | KILL. veh eee gees ee ier ees 
THE NEXT BOSS IS. THAT GIVE ME +2 TO STRENGTH 


AND | CARE ABOUT GOING IT ALONE! | DON’T 
NEED SOME CRAPPY COMPANION SLOWING 
DOWN MY EPIC QUEST FOR PHAT LEWTS/ NO OFFENSE, BUDDY. 
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